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ABSTRACT
This dissertation deals with power relations in archaeological communities and
with the nature of ninth- and tenth-century power relations at the Precolumbian center
of El Coyote in northwestern Honduras. A methodological and interpretive framework
based on power creates a multiscalar approach to individuals, groups, communities, and
interaction networks of the past. Neither interregional nor household scales are given
priority, but rather, all points along this continuum are considered crucial for the
interpretation of past societies. This research addresses important issues of political
theory and process through the generation and examination of new data sets, which date
to a poorly understood time period in northwestern Honduras. Archaeological
investigation of El Coyote provides an opportunity to examine how actions rooted in
diverse sources of power may have dramatic consequences for long-term regional
developments. Ultimately, this dissertation addresses the relationship of agency,
society, and inequality, subjects of interest to all social scientists concerned with the
struggles for power within and between political groups.
The focus of this investigation is the Northeast Complex of El Coyote, a
ceremonial and residential zone that was a new construction endeavor in the late-ninth
century. Data collected from two seasons of investigations reveal that the Northeast
Complex became the locus for administrative and ceremonial functions, following, or
leading to, the abandonment of the Late Classic monumental core of El Coyote. The
nature of power relations at El Coyote during this period contrasted sharply with earlier
modes of political economy. During the late-ninth century, power strategies shifted
xxvi

away from the exchange of prestige-goods between elites and toward a corporate
organization, which suppressed the personalized bids for power so closely tied to
rulership in the Classic Period in the non-Maya region of northwestern Honduras. This
new cultural system was a result of the transformation of interregional interaction
networks, which followed the eight-century collapse of polities across southeastern
Mesoamerica. The sociopolitical and economic changes at El Coyote are representative
of a broad Mesoamerican pattern. These findings have broad implications for the study
of the Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic Periods in southeastern Mesoamerica, and
past societies more generally.
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION

Scholars of Southeastern Mesoamerican prehistory have expressed interest in
the last days of powerful dynastic polities and the interregional networks in which they
were embedded (e.g. Culbert 1973, 1988; Sabloff and Andrews 1986; Willey 1987;
Yoffee and Cowgill 1988). Now, some scholars have sought to understand the
populations that followed the collapse (Demarest et al. 2004; Manahan 2003). Complex
in their own right, some of these post-collapse societies persisted for centuries.
Operating on new principles of organization, these groups recreated their cultural
worlds from a new, yet distinctly Mesoamerican, perspective. This dissertation is about
one such community in a narrow river valley of northwest Honduras, but it is also about
the broader ninth- and tenth-century world in which the people of this community lived.
The prehistory of Northwest Honduras has been the subject of investigation
since the nineteenth century (Gordon 1898; Maudslay 1889-1902; Squier 1853;
Stephens 1841). Syntheses of archaeological research have been published at steady
intervals (Glass 1966; Healy 1984; Strong 1948). Research undertaken in the past two
decades has taken the valley to be the basic unit of investigation, and has reconstructed
the sociopolitical, economic, and ecological dynamics of various portions of the area.
Several chronologies have been suggested (Healy 1984; Hirth et al. 1989; Joyce 1991),
but all refer to the widely recognized and somewhat contested cultural periods of the
Maya (e.g. Sharer 1994). Regardless of chronological scheme, all researchers observe
that the ninth and tenth centuries were a time of regional transformation in southeastern
Mesoamerica. With few exceptions, settlement became dispersed, political units

exhibited signs of decreased centralization, and artifact assemblages decreased in
diversity and richness.
The site of El Coyote, in the Department of Santa Bárbara, has been the subject
of ongoing investigations since 1999 (McFarlane 2001, 2002, 2004; Urban et al. 1999;
Urban 2000, 2002; Wells 2003). The site is positioned on a narrow, high terrace above
and west of the Cacaulapa River and sits near the latter’s junction with the Chamelecon
River. These two waterways facilitate communication with the Copán, La Venta, and
La Florida valleys to the southwest, the middle-Ulúa drainage to the south, the Sula
Plain and Naco valley to the northeast and the Quimistan valley to the west (Figure 1).
Radiocarbon designations and ceramic analysis indicate that El Coyote was
continuously occupied for well over a millennium (200 B.C. to A.D. 1050). The site was
a monumental center dominating the local Late Classic (A.D. 600 – 800) to Early
Postclassic (A.D. 900 – 1050) settlement hierarchy and was more than twelve times the
size of the next largest community in the valley (Urban et al. 1999). The center is a
series of related architectural complexes with discrete foci that were constructed,
utilized, and modified during succeeding cultural phases. Evidence for a variety of
residential, production, defensive, ceremonial, and administrative activities suggest that
the site was formed through the manipulation of complex social, political, economic,
and ecological forces.
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Figure 1. Southern frontier of Southeast Mesoamerica
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The focus of this investigation is the Northeast Complex of El Coyote, a
ceremonial and residential zone that was a new construction endeavor in the late ninth
century. This complex became the new locus for administrative and ceremonial
functions following, or leading to, the abandonment of the Late Classic monumental
core of El Coyote. My primary argument is that the Northeast Complex represents a
break from the personalized hierarchical rule of the Late Classic, and a move towards a
less-stratified corporate political organization. This new political system was a result of
the transformation of the interregional interaction network, which shifted from a
prestige economy to an incipient market system. The sociopolitical and economic
changes at El Coyote are part of a broad Mesoamerican pattern (Freidel 1986; Masson
2002; Rice 1987; Sabloff and Rathje 1975).
Although these results are drawn from a very specific data set, I believe my
findings address the broader issues of human interaction and political organization
during a time of drastic change. This research is based on a model of human interaction
that portrays the relationship between agency and structure as dynamic, negotiated, and
multi-faceted (Bourdieu 1977; Dobres and Robb 2000; Giddens 1979; Holtorff and
Karlsson 2000; Ortner 1984; Sahlins 1985:145). Yet, most archaeological models of
political evolution have ignored these developments (Roscoe 1993:111), and the recent
break from social theory is due to the difficulty of accounting for the multiple
dimensions of past society. Research tends to segment aspects of human interaction
into social (Brumfiel 1992, 1994; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; McAnany 1993), economic
(Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Inomata and Aoyama 1996; Jackson and Love 1991; Kepecs
and Kohl 2003; Price 1977; Renfrew 1987; Santley 1994; Schortman and Urban 1992)
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and ideological categories (Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Barrett 1994;
Flannery 1968; Leone and Hurry 1998; Marcus 1974; Miller 1988; Richards and Van
Buren 2000). In this dissertation I argue that recent theories of power (Anderson and
Collins 1992; Cheater 1999; Balandier 1970; Dirks et al. 1994; Donham 1999; Knauft
1996; Mann 1986; Scott 1985; Wolf 1999) crosscut these different dimensions and
place the individual at the center of the interpretation. As used here, power is the ability
to advance one’s interests and is garnered through the strategic use or manipulation of
socio-political ties, material resources, or ideological paradigms. Although assessing
individual struggles for power between agents in prehistory may be problematic
(Trigger 1974:96, 1991), it is possible to see the enactment of power strategies and the
resulting social inequality in the material record (Bourdieu 1977; Earle 1997; Giddens
1979).
My research addresses important issues of political theory and process through
the generation and examination of new data sets. Investigation of Early Postclassic El
Coyote provides an opportunity to examine how actions rooted in diverse sources of
power may have dramatic consequences for long-term regional developments. The
theoretical framework of this research constitutes a merger between archaeological
interpretation and contemporary agent-theory perspectives (Bourdieu 1977; Dobres and
Robb 2000; Giddens 1979; and Ortner 1984). Ultimately, I address the relationship of
agency, society, and inequality, subjects of interest to all social scientists concerned
with the struggle for power within and between political groups.
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Organization of the Dissertation
I have divided my presentation of research conducted in the Northeast Complex
into two parts. The first part constitutes a formal statement of the research, a synthesis
of the evidence, and assessment of the results. In Chapter 2, I identify the underlying
sources of power on which would-be elites drew to create and defend hierarchies in
southeastern Mesoamerica. I present evidence to show that a fundamental source of
power in the Late and Terminal Classic periods was elite interregional interaction. This
process entailed the acquisition of exotic materials from elite trading partners, coupled
with the controlled distribution of resources necessary for the ideological reproduction
of the social order. I argue that this prestige-economy failed during the ninth century
when long-established trading partners were lost along with the ability of local
magnates to monopolize the distribution of non-local goods. An ancillary goal of this
chapter is to establish a framework for understanding power relations in the late-ninth
and tenth centuries. I posit that during this time the most distinctive aspect of political
organization is the suppression of individual rule and the promotion of cooperation and
rule by consensus, or council.
In Chapter 3, I define the geographic boundaries of El Coyote, the natural
setting of the site and the academic discourse concerning southeastern Mesoamerica.
The late ninth-century transformations of El Coyote did not occur in isolation. Indeed,
an understanding of the power strategies employed within the Early Postclassic
community is reliant upon knowledge of the available natural resources as much as the
historically contingent aspects of politics and society. To that end, I present
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physiographic and archaeological data that highlight the issues of importance for Early
Postclassic El Coyote.
In the next two chapters I give an overview of excavated contexts and a
synthesis of the data set from the Northeast Complex at El Coyote. In Chapter 4, I
present evidence related to El Coyote’s site layout and how it changed through time.
Much of the chapter is devoted to the Northeast Complex and the results of excavations
undertaken in 2000 and 2002. In this chapter, I summarize the form and function of
Early Postclassic architecture in the Northeast Complex. A secondary goal of this
chapter is to provide the historical background and terminology for the collection and
analysis of archaeological data within the lower Cacaulapa valley. At a more practical
level, information regarding excavation procedures, artifact processing and analysis,
and the general protocols employed by members of the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa are
found in this chapter.
In Chapter 5, I return to the models and correlates outlined in Chapter 2 and test
these models using the artifactual evidence from the Northeast Complex as a case study.
Each of the models is based on a different axis of power (e.g. prestige interaction,
economic control, and corporate groups). Strategies operating along these axes create
distinctive patterns in the archaeological record. Here, I work from the archaeological
record to the strategies and ultimately to an understanding of the Early Postclassic in the
Northeast Complex. My analysis of this evidence reveals that strategies used in
promoting stratification within Late Classic El Coyote society were abandoned in favor
of those promoting social solidarity in the ninth and tenth centuries.
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In Chapter 6, I place the ninth- and tenth-century strategies identified at El
Coyote in a broader regional context. The goals of this chapter are three-fold. First, I
address the definition and specific timing of the Early Postclassic in northwestern
Honduras. Based on artifact seriation, comparative studies, and radiocarbon assays
from the Northeast Complex, I argue that the Early Postclassic of the Cacaulapa valley
began near the end of the ninth century; these new dates recast the regional chronology
somewhat earlier than previously suggested. With a new assessment of the regional
chronology in hand, I then address the nature of interregional interaction during this
period. I argue that the prestige economy of the Late and Terminal Classic
disintegrated along with the authority of political agents that drew on this interregional
latticework as a source of power. In its place I posit an incipient market system,
wherein the functional or utilitarian value of imported commodities surpassed their
prestige value. Finally, I address how contact with a market system could lead to a
transformed political organization; one based on corporate political strategies rather
than those that singled out charismatic elites.
Chapter 7 concludes with a model of ninth- and tenth-century power strategies at
El Coyote. In this final chapter, I also assess the utility of this approach to structure
research into, and the interpretation of, complex archaeological communities. Some
final considerations regarding potential directions for future research are also offered.
The second, longer part of the dissertation consists of two appendices, wherein I
present the architectural and archaeological data from the Northeast Complex of El
Coyote. Appendix I contains detailed summaries of the 26 structures excavated during
the 2000 and 2002 field seasons. These summaries provide a wide range of data
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regarding construction techniques and materials, the organization of space, size of the
construction, special features, and occupation history. Appendix II is a comprehensive
presentation of the artifacts recovered from the Northeast Complex excavations.
Artifact classes include: pottery, non-pottery ceramics (figurines, censers, and ocarinas),
chipped stone, groundstone, and ornaments and jewelry. These appendices provide an
empirical foundation for the syntheses and interpretations presented in the first part of
the dissertation. While I intend for these appendices to accompany the interpretive
arguments, they can stand alone as an objective presentation of an extremely wellpreserved Early Postclassic assemblage.
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CHAPTER 2 – THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH DESIGN
In this dissertation, I argue that the ancient society of El Coyote was ranked, and
that status was derived from a variety of material, social, and ideological sources. El
Coyote can be classified as a middle-range or intermediate society that exhibits many of
the characteristics attributed to chiefdoms (e.g., Earle 1987a; Fried 1967; Service 1962).
Many researchers have expressed dissatisfaction with the chiefdom concept, especially
as an evolutionary type (Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Flannery 1983; Spencer 1987).
Indeed, intermediate sociopolitical organizations vary widely, and no single trajectory
can account for their development (Blanton 1998; Crumley 1995; Gilman 1991; Yoffee
1993). Moreover, some of the defining characteristics of chiefdoms, such as a chief’s
participation, motivation, and responsibility when it comes to redistribution, now appear
to be inaccurate (Carnerio 1981; Earle 1977, 2001; Peebles and Cus 1977). In response
to these shortcomings, research has moved away from the identification of diagnostic
traits, and many studies of intermediate societies now emphasize processes and the
strategies of individuals (Blanton et al. 1996; Dunnell 1980; McIntosh 1999; Plog
1977).
A strategies approach to archaeological research emerged from several
theoretical trends of the 1990s. These trends resulted in a refined understanding of
inequality as taking a variety of forms. To some degree, inequality is present in all
levels of social organization (Brumfiel 1992; Hayden 1995; Paynter 1989), and status
differences are formed from different cultural domains such as the economy, kinship,
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politics, and ritual (Earle 1997; Mann 1986; McGuire and Saitta 1996; Price and
Feinman 1995; Upham 1990). Perhaps the greatest impact on the strategies approach is
the application of practice theory on the process of sociopolitical change (Bourdieu
1977, 1990; Giddens 1984; Ortner 1984). This trend has broadened studies to include
the macro-analysis of interregional interactions and the microanalysis of individuals and
their actions (Mills 2000). Overall, a strategies approach that is focused on processes
and the competing agendas of individuals, groups, and factions provides far more
information on intermediate societies than cultural evolutionary types.
A theoretical perspective based on the analysis of strategies falls under the broad
heading of political economy. Historically, the study of political economy emerged
from the analysis of labor and exchange relationships (Marx 1964; Weber 1978), and
grew through the 1970s as research focused on the relationship of local to interregional
economies and how exchange resulted in sociopolitical inequalities (e.g. Frank 1969;
Wallerstein 1974; Wolf 1982). Since the 1970s, the term political economy has been
variably applied to cultural processes and the study of these processes. On the one hand,
political economy is a discipline, which identifies a field of inquiry or set of arguments
based on the interaction of different sources of power (Blanton et al. 1996:3; Roseberry
1988:163). On the other, political economy refers to the subject of inquiry: social,
political, and economic endeavors that create or maintain inequality. In its most
restrictive usage, political economy refers to a segment of the economy where surpluses
are extracted from households to finance non-economic cultural institutions (Johnson
and Earle 2000:13). Applied more broadly, political economy refers to the organization
of production and exchange by elites, who become the primary beneficiaries (Brumfiel
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and Earle 1987:3; Earle 1997; Masson 2002:12). In other words, the economic
endeavors of political leaders constitute the political economy. Non-elites, or the
populace that are lead by political rulers, take part in the political economy in so much
as they consent to participate or as long as they expect to receive some benefits
(Aldenderfer 1993:8; Scott 1985).
I take the political economy to be that segment of a community where status
differences are defined and refined through the manipulation of various resources. I
extend the current definition of political economy somewhat and recognize that status
distinctions vary across culturally defined categories (e.g., kinship, occupation, class,
gender, or age) and are marked in different ways, not simply through the accumulation
of wealth or prestige goods. Because there are multiple structures of status, these media
may not be good indicators of inequality (Bayman 2002; Cobb 1993; Mills 2000;
Pauketat 1992; Saitta 1999). The goal of this approach is to view the political economy
as a complete system. In other words, I seek to measure status differences across many
cultural categories, not simply hierarchies of wealth or prestige (Crumley 1979, 1995;
Crumley and Marquardt 1987). By modeling the political economy in this way, it is
possible to identify transformations of social complexity beyond those that result in
economic or political centralization (e.g. Blanton 1998; Mills 2004; Yoffee 1993).
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Southeastern Mesoamerican Political Economies

Prestige-Goods Economies
Prestige-goods political economies are based on the development and
maintenance of exclusive, extra-local exchange relationships. Aspiring individuals win
prestige through the manipulation of social connections to acquire exotic goods and the
display or distribution of the goods to create social distance and mobilize surplus staples
or labor (Blanton et al. 1996:4; Friedman and Rowlands 1977; Helms 1979, 1988;
Renfrew 1982). Prestige-goods exchange strategies, and their emphasis on the
promotion of individual status, are contrasted with the more group-oriented corporate
political strategies described later in this chapter. Nevertheless, the exchange of
prestige goods affects not just the individual, but also the entire political economy.
Often labeled as aggrandizers, the people engaged in the exchange of prestige
goods are “ambitious, enterprising, aggressive, accumulative individuals who strive to
become dominant in a community, especially by economic means” (Hayden 1995:18;
see also Clark and Blake 1994; Hayden and Gargett 1990; Lightfoot and Feinman
1982). The initial motivation of aggrandizers is self-interest, and along with prestige
they may gain power and control over labor or social factions (Arnold 1993; Spencer
1993).
Aggrandizers manipulate prestige-goods in at least two ways. They may first
seek to create social distance through the display of rare items that were acquired over
long-distances (e.g. Flannery and Marcus 1998). Possession and display of these exotic
items signals a connection to the supernatural, or at a minimum, serves as a marker of
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status (Demarest and Foias 1995; Schortman and Nakamura 1991). A second strategy
is to distribute prestige goods in the context of a communal event, such as a feast. In
these socially charged settings, the giving of gifts creates a reciprocal obligation (debt)
that may remain unpaid for many years (Firth 1983; Hayden 1990). Under these
circumstances, aggrandizers have the opportunity to benefit by co-opting the labor and
surplus goods from the community (D’Altroy and Earle 1985; McGuire 1986:252-253;
Tilley 1984:112-114). Taken together, these two strategies create social distance
between the populace and aggrandizer while binding the populace to the aggrandizer in
complex debt relations.
The effects of prestige-goods strategies extend beyond the creation of social
inequality. The exchange of luxury items over long distances can lead to trade in
essential goods, especially goods that are not generally available in all areas (Berdan
1988; Masson 2002:9)1. Within the local economy, aggrandizers must organize the
production of prestige items in order to export these items to exchange partners. In
some cases, craft-specialists are sponsored while they produce luxury items for elite
consumption and exchange (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Costin 1991). Elites may
themselves serve as craft-specialists and produce goods for their own distribution
(Helms 1993; Inomata 2001). Prestige-goods exchange can stimulate many areas of the
economy and lead to increasingly complex organization.
Prestige-goods exchange strategies promote individual advancement and lead to
marked status differences in the political economy. The accumulation of non-local
1

Supporters of the “disjunctive” view of the Maya economy argue that trade in utilitarian goods and
prestige-goods exchange were separate endeavors at least until the Terminal Classic period (Ball
1993:248; King and Potter 1994; McAnany 1993:70-71; Masson 2002:2; Rice 1987).
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items, the production of non-utilitarian items, and evidence for feasting leave material
patterning in the archaeological record and serve as correlates to this form of political
economy. Of direct concern with this work, the trade in luxury items is commonly cited
as central to the establishment of hierarchies and social inequality in Mesoamerica.
Moreover, it remained an important strategy in the maintenance of inequality
throughout the Classic Period in southeastern Mesoamerica (Masson 2002).

Incipient Mercantile Economies
Mercantile economies are exchange systems in which traders seek profit by
bringing goods and services to a wide variety of markets (Blanton et al. 1993; Freidel
1981; Smith 1976a; Smith and Berdan 2003a:7). I restrict the definition of mercantile
economies to those models that have been proposed for Mesoamerica. Early models of
market exchange in Mesoamerica were based on substantive perspectives in economic
anthropology (e.g. Chapman 1957; Polanyi et al. 1957), which did not account for precapitalist commercialized and partially commercialized economies (Smith 2004:75).
Later models of markets and marketing systems in Mesoamerica benefited from the
application of central-place theory (e.g. Smith 1976b, 1976c). Central-place theory was
useful for understanding market processes as a closed system, but most recent
approaches to mercantile systems in Mesoamerica draw from a modified form of worldsystems theory (e.g. Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997; Peregrine and Feinman 1996). The
application of world-systems models to Precolumbian Mesoamerican interregional
interaction has not been uniformly applied by all researchers (Kepecs and Kohl 2003).
Moreover, not all researchers find this approach useful; the relationship between
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dominant cores and subordinate peripheries can be viewed as problematic, especially
from the perspective of polities on the edge of the system (Schortman and Urban 1994;
see also Lightfoot and Martinez 1995; Stein 1999).
In general terms, merchants are specialists in exchange, and they seek profits
through the selling and buying of goods (Wolf 1982:84). This does not mean that all
merchants are the same. Indeed, for the Postclassic Mesoamerican economy, Berdan
and colleagues (2003:102-103) have identified at least three different types of
merchants. The types are based on differences in exchange practices and socioeconomic
class. Part-time merchants, petty vendors, or “retailers” brought small quantities of their
own surplus to local markets. They rarely traveled beyond the region and they
exchanged a variety of domestically produced goods for profit. The majority of goods
were moved by regional merchants, most of whom traded a specific resource or
commodity (e.g., obsidian, textiles, cacao, copper implements, salt). Many of these
commodities also served as a form of currency or generalized money (Dalton 1965;
Freidel 1986a; Rojas 1998; Tozzer 1941:95). Luxury goods were traded by high-status
merchants. These professional merchants were either born into a noble class or were
members of a guild and provided goods and services to the nobles. By controlling the
movement of luxury items, nobles were able to restrict access to the symbols of elite
status, yet the movement of commodities and utilitarian goods were able to move
without intervention. Control over the production and exchange of luxury goods
deteriorated by the Late Postclassic and consumers at all levels of the economy had
access to these luxuries (Berdan et al. 2003:100).
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A recent volume edited by Smith and Berdan (2003b) offers an expansive view
of the Postclassic Mesoamerican economy as a “pre-capitalist world system in that it
was a large scale zone of economic and social interactions that tied together
independent polities” (Smith and Berdan 2003a:4). Although markets were at times
administered, a great deal of commercialization opened the market to non-elites that
wished to exchange commodities for profit (Braswell and Glascock 2002; Smith 2004).
Here, I alter Appadurai’s (1986:9) definition of commodity as “any thing intended for
exchange” to only those goods whose price is set by the market forces of supply and
demand. Therefore, luxury goods often are not commodified. Markets were
administered in the sense that elites and nobles controlled land, labor, and tribute, which
not only provided market places, but also stimulated the movement of commodities
from all sectors of the economy (Masson 2002:8; Smith and Berdan 2003a:104-105).
Moreover, the effects of this mercantile system were felt beyond the economy,
especially in the evidence for an international symbol set (Boone and Smith 2003) and
trans-Mesoamerican cult of Quetzalcoatl-Kukulcán (Ringle et al. 1998). Friedel
(1986a:419) views these interregional similarities in terms of cartels or “symbolic
economic trade relationships in which there is an actual merging of political economies
of distance.” The Postclassic world system was interconnected and interdependent in
terms of economy, politics, and ideology.
The Postclassic Mesoamerican world has been characterized as a single political
economy that was integrated by commercial exchange and sociopolitical interaction.
The degree to which Mesoamerica was an integrated international economy (or world
system) cannot be addressed by the El Coyote data alone. Nonetheless, one
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characteristic of this model warrants special attention here. What we know of the
Postclassic world system is predominantly based on evidence dating from A.D. 1150 to
A.D. 1500, or the Middle Postclassic period to European contact (see Table 1.1, Smith
and Berdan 2003:5). In general, the Early Postclassic (A.D. 950 – 1150) is poorly
understood, and the models of interregional market systems are lacking in robust data
from the southeastern frontier of Mesoamerica. This is particularly relevant because the
Northeast Complex at El Coyote is contemporary with these pan-Mesoamerican
developments (Chapter 6). Researchers have noted significant changes in the lowland
political economy, which transformed from an elite controlled or administered economy
to competitive mercantile markets (Braswell and Glascock 2002; Freidel 1986a).
Although these interpretations do not explicitly address the communities in
northwestern Honduras, heightened interregional interactions are reflected in the
international style of imported ceramic, suggesting that the changes in the Northern
Lowlands had a dramatic effect on the political economy of El Coyote at the end of the
Classic Period.

Corporate Economies
Corporate groups, or interdependent social units that communally hold property,
have long been described in anthropological literature (Hayden 1995:19). Renfrew
(1974:74-79) lists the characteristics of what he terms group-oriented chiefdoms as
groups that produce impressive public works often used for communal rituals, relatively
egalitarian, and are lead by “faceless and anonymous” leaders. Friedman and Rowlands
(1977:215) describe a similar corporate type as a well-developed political structure that
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lacks the use of prestige-goods exchange to create and mark status differences. A
series of publications in the past decade have developed the concept of corporate
political strategies as a set of practices that emphasize the interdependence between
subgroups and suppress personalized or individual advancement (Blanton 1998;
Blanton et al. 1996; Earle 2001; Feinman 1995, 2000; Mills 2000; Peregrine 2001). I
find these later developments to be helpful when modeling the transformation of the
ninth- and tenth-century political economy of El Coyote.
Corporate political strategies emphasize community solidarity over individual
advancement and define the relationship of the community to resources (Earle 2001).
Leaders within corporate groups tend to be faceless office-holders rather than celebrated
personalities. Nevertheless, the form of political economies resulting from corporate
strategies can vary greatly. The economies of corporate groups are organized to
produce staples (utilitarian goods and crops) rather than luxury goods (D’Altroy and
Earle 1985; Earle 2001). Labor is organized to build public architecture and works,
which help to define the geographic boundaries of the corporate group (Cameron and
Toll 2001; Mills 2000). The architecture built by communal labor is in turn used as the
locale for collective rituals. These rituals reinforce the integration of social segments
rather than elevate individuals to create social distance.
Leaders do exist within corporate political economies, but their status is not
highly marked by concentrations of wealth or prestige goods. Therefore, prestige-goods
exchange and the elite organization of the production of preciosities and status-defining
luxury goods are limited (Blanton et al. 1996). Leaders are conceived as organizers,
and their power is situational or based on the context of community activities (Cameron
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and Toll 2001). They are responsible for the mobilizing surplus, directing public ritual,
and organizing labor in the construction or maintenance of public works. Moreover,
corporate leaders allocate resources within the group but lack authority to extract
resources for their personal benefit or for the benefit of individuals beyond the
corporate group (Earle 1998). When status differences are marked they emphasize
corporate institutions or “offices” and not individual leaders (Earle 2001:27).
Status differences exist, to some degree, in all societies, and corporate political
economies are not necessarily egalitarian (Hayden 1995). Certain individuals in all
groups are more inclined to rise to positions of authority, and they can make decisions
that affect the community (Clark and Blake 1994; Lightfoot and Feinman 1982).
Indeed, following the dual-processual theory, sociopolitical organization can be plotted
on two dimensions: (1) societies may be hierarchical to egalitarian; and (2) societies
may operate along network (or exclusionary) to corporate strategies (Blanton et al.
1996; Feinman 2000:213-216). In comparison to network or individualizing strategies,
hierarchically organized corporate political economies are “characterized by more
power sharing, greater depersonalization of rule, and less flaunting of wealth” (Feinman
2000:215).
Teotihuacan, for example, has been characterized as a hierarchical corporate
political economy (Cowgill 1992a, 1992b; Feinman 2000:218-219; Peregrine 2001:37).
Named individuals at this urban center are unknown and depictions of individuals place
emphasis “on the office, rather than the office holders” (Cowgill 1993:565). Cowgill
(1993:567) argues that the success of Teotihuacan was due to a “change in local rules,
to some collective form of rulership, with the powers of individual rulers sharply
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circumscribed.” This does not mean that leaders were altruistic. Quite the contrary,
leaders could be self-serving, but could not lead long if they did not meet the wants and
needs of followers (Feinman 1995:263; Spencer 1993). The main point is that
leadership strategies in a corporate political economy are impersonal and should benefit
the community more than they benefit the leader, or at the very least, create social
solidarity rather than social division.
There are two other characteristics of corporate political strategies that are
particularly relevant to the ninth- and tenth-century political economy of El Coyote. The
first is that corporate leaders can maintain power through strategies enacted in the local
political economy, and they need not engage in the network exchange of prestige goods
and knowledge (Peregrine 2001). In fact, network leaders (e.g., aggrandizers or
merchants) fare poorly in regions with insufficient network contacts. The ninth-century
abandonment of sites across southeastern Mesoamerica would have a devastating effect
on the elite interaction network. Corporate strategies became a more viable option when
the network strategies based on the exchange of prestige goods faltered.
The second characteristic of relevance is the manner in which corporate political
economies respond to contact with mercantile political economies. Merchants in search
of profit, with their entrepreneurial practices, can be extremely disruptive to nonmercantile systems (Frank 1969; Kipp and Schortman 1989). Corporate groups respond
in a variety of ways to suppress the political impact of intrusive merchants. Mann
(1986:22) and Mead (1937:66) both observe that corporate strategies regulate the
outcomes of merchants’ actions to preserve integration and suppress personal
advancement. Miller (1989:70) argues that merchants are controlled by preventing
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them from entering the community with what he calls “hierarchies of classification.”
The corporate group creates new, supra-group categories that exclude the merchants
while allowing for the foreign goods to penetrate the local economy. Eric Wolf
observes a similar strategy whereby merchants are “kept in their place” and not allowed
to dominate the local political economy (Wolf 1982:84-85). When successful, these
strategies allow for the exchange of goods without dramatic alteration to the corporate
nature of the political economy.
Corporate political strategies emphasize social solidarity and suppress individual
advancement. Corporate groups have leaders and, moreover, may be hierarchically
organized. Leaders are organizers and their status is derived from their office, not from
their participation in prestige-goods exchange or the accumulation of wealth or profit.
As a result, leaders are rarely depicted as named individuals, and the generally even
distribution of economic resources and prestige goods makes leaders difficult to identify
in the archaeological record. Nevertheless, archaeological correlates of corporate
political strategies do exist, and when they are identified can provide insight into the
ninth- and tenth-century political economy of El Coyote.

Classic Period Political Economy on the Periphery of Southeast Mesoamerica
Southeast Mesoamerica is a research area defined more by the common interests
of those who work there than by a unique set of traits observed in the archaeological
record (Urban and Schortman 1986). The prehistory of the region along the contiguous
borders of modern El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras is viewed through the lens of
interregional interaction studies. These approaches offer the utility of observing the
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effects of elite exchange at all scales of analysis (Marquardt and Crumley 1987;
Schortman and Urban 1992). The interaction model, as applied to northwestern
Honduras, takes a multifaceted perspective. First, political power was sought through
the acquisition of preciosities between exclusive trading partners (Blanton et al., 1996;
Feinman 1995; Schortman and Nakamura 1991). Second, successful chiefs maintained
a monopoly over the distribution of necessary foreign resources (Schortman and Urban
1994). Finally, control over labor and competitive factions was derived through a
program of nucleated settlement around a paramount elite (e.g., Roscoe 1993). These
strategies had a wide-ranging effect on the region, leading to punctuated population
growth and political centralization during the Late Classic (A.D. 600 – 850). Perhaps
just as importantly, the material correlates to these power strategies are present in the
archaeological record.
The principal tenet of the model is the privileged role of elite exchange
networks, typically allowing the rulers of polities exclusive access to preciosities,
sumptuary items, commodities, and imported or rare raw materials2. Exclusive
exchange networks are developed through the participants’ choice to promote certain
readily available materials and symbol sets while discarding others. Particularly useful
markers include site-planning principles, the nature and distribution of monuments, and
artifact styles (Schortman and Nakamura 1991:313). These choices create “salient
social identities” that ease interaction between competitive (or potentially hostile)
2

Most researchers posit that the study of elite, rather than common, individuals and their role in the
model is warranted for three reasons. First, given their privileged place in society, elites have the time
and resources to engage in exchange. Second, the power to affect change lies in their authority as leaders.
Third, the evidential constraints of previous research provide far more information about elites than
commoners. There is a tautological aspect to this argument because elites are often defined as such based
upon their wealth accumulated through interregional interaction (Chase and Chase 1992).
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factions. Moreover, the creation of exclusive networks prevents competition from
certain aspiring elites in the region (Blanton et al. 1996; Schortman and Nakamura
1991).
Along the southern edge of southeastern Mesoamerica three such networks have
been identified. The first is the lowland Maya pattern, consisting of polities focused at
Copán and Quiriguá. Connected through the La Entrada valley, these two polities
shared similar markers of social identity (Ashmore 1987). The second is the lower Ulúa
– southern Belize sphere (Joyce 1986)3. Although sharing many characteristics with
lowland Maya social identities, elites at sites in this region did not have access to the
same commodities as elites in western Honduras. The third is the lower Motagua valley
– Naco valley network. Elite factions focused on sites in this region fashioned a
distinctive non-Maya identity in opposition to their neighbors to the north and west
(Schortman and Nakamura 1991). It should be noted that although these networks
reveal the exclusive nature of inter-elite exchange, economic commodities often
penetrate social and political boundaries (McFarlane 1999:23). This is exemplified by
the probable exchange of worked marine shell for obsidian between elites at La Sierra
and Copán (Schortman and Urban 1994).
Two factors were necessary to make interregional interaction a successful
strategy. As described above, it was crucial for elites to form bonds with analogous
trading partners in order to acquire exotic resources. Second, it was essential for elites
to control the distribution or use of these non-local goods (Brumfiel and Earle 1987).
3

Recent research at the site of Pusilha suggests that sites throughout southern Belize are, in fact, southern
Peten focused and closely related to Cancuen, the Pasion, and even the Petexbatun region (Geoffrey
Braswell, personal communication 2005).
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The exclusive nature of the exchange network served as the primary obstacle for
competitors and non-elites to acquire exotic materials. Elites had the ability to
participate in long-distance trade, in part because of their control over slaves and
servants to act as porters. Not only did the cost of engaging in long-distance expeditions
preclude non-elite participation, but also the knowledge and symbolic markers of elite
identity were closely guarded. Imports, in effect, were used as badges of office that
served to create and reinforce social distance between elites and non-elites. They also
were used as gifts to tether dependents to elite factions and to form alliances
(Schortman and Nakamura 1991:328).
While the control over the distribution of exotic wares was a common tactic,
economic commodities also were held back to accentuate the bonds of interdependence
between the elite and non-elite. Schortman and Urban (1994) observe that Late Classic
La Sierra elite controlled some aspects of craft production and distributed locallyproduced goods along with imports in exchange for subsistence commodities and labor.
Recent research has shown work-party feasts to be a mechanism through which
hierarchy was reinforced, resources were distributed, and economic capital (i.e., labor
and subsistence surpluses) was exchanged for social prestige (Wells 2003).
An ancillary aspect of political organization in northwestern Honduras was
rooted in control over the location and arrangement of settlement. Concentrated
settlement first served a practical purpose; to limit the destruction of arable farmland.
This was undoubtedly a deciding factor in the founding of El Coyote within the
confines of the steep-sided Cacaulapa valley (Urban et al. 2000). There were, however,
far more subtle benefits a leader could reap from a concentrated settlement. Tallies of
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surpluses could be maintained as goods were produced or crop yields as they were
harvested. Accurate knowledge of resources could serve as a fundamental source of
power in an increasingly centralized community based on redistribution (Earle 1997;
Mann 1986). Additionally, spatial proximity to elite and non-elite members provided
leaders with the ability to squelch upstart competitors in a way that was far more
difficult within the context of a dispersed settlement (de Montmollion 1989; Roscoe
1993).
The current model of the southeastern Mesoamerican political economy has
several key elements. First, interregional interaction reinforced horizontal relationships
at the elite level. This created a peer-group from which aspiring leaders learned
statecraft, acquired resources, and called for assistance in military matters (Helms
1988). Second, the acquisition of non-local goods created and reinforced social
distance between elite and non-elite. This served to solidify the dependent relationship
between social segments, because elites controlled the distribution of necessities in
exchange for labor and subsistence surpluses (D’Altroy and Earle 1985). Finally, the
system could remain intact as long as there were sufficient trading partners within the
exclusive exchange network. For example, factional competition throughout the Late
Classic reordered individual participants in the political hierarchy, but the interaction
network would remain in tact. As described in the following section, a depletion of
trading partners could contribute to systemic failure with drastic effects on the local
political economy.

26

Southeastern Mesoamerican Collapse
The nature of political power may be better understood through a consideration
of those instances where strategies for political centralization have failed. Indeed, the
underlying principles that bring about the centralized control of social, economic, and
political entities are often cited as the same factors that bring about the failure of
integrated systems (Cowgill 1988; Flannery 1972; Yoffee 1988). These older systemic
models are, perhaps, overly concise and fail to account for the conflicting interests
within political systems and the dynamics between polities (Brumfiel 1992). More
recent models of socio-political complexity now focus on the competitive and fractious
nature of the integration of local productive and social groups within a regional
latticework of hierarchical polities (Brumfiel 1994; Renfrew 1987; Demarest and Foias
1995; Flannery and Marcus 1994; Schortman and Urban 1992). In doing so, these
approaches stress agent-centered perspectives and view the impact of ecological,
climatological, and demographic factors as important, but non-determining, elements of
human interaction (Brumfiel 1992).
I present both general and specific models of socio-political collapse on both
sides of the southeastern Maya frontier using current evidence related to the timing of
collapse at the best-understood centers. By considering the nature and timing of
collapse in the region I intend to reinforce my argument in the preceding sections. That
is, the exchange of preciosities along exclusive elite-interaction networks was the
principal source of power in the Late and Terminal Classic periods. When it was no
longer possible for local elites to acquire exotics or maintain control over the local
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distribution of imports, the reproduction of sociopolitical order was significantly
constrained. In the face of these challenges, successful leaders forged new strategies to
maintain power while those who were unable or unwilling to do so watched as their
communities dissolved.

General Theories of the Southeast Mesoamerican Collapse
Previous and recent models of the collapse of Maya polities following the Late
Classic period has been presented in numerous volumes, most notably the School of
American Research volume (Culbert 1973) and the recent Demarest et al. (2003)
collection of essays. These two volumes outline the recent and current themes,
contradictions, and relevant data on the sociopolitical, economic, and demographic
collapse of eighth- and ninth-century communities in southeastern Mesoamerica.
Early researchers tested hypotheses based upon a single, crucial material factor
or prime mover in the demise of centralized lowland society (e.g., Meggers 1954, 1957;
Rathje 1971; Sanders 1973, 1977). When it became clear that the evidence did not
support these simplistic models, far more complex system-encompassing models took
their place. Willey and Shimkin (1973) argued that lowland Maya polities had become
so integrated that a failure in any line of communication or operational unit could bring
down the entire system. Culbert (1977:100-102) defined the collapse using the
terminology of general systems theory. In his view, Maya political systems never
reached a point of equilibrium, or more specifically, power was based upon growth and
when no new capital could be gained, the system fragmented and dissolved.
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More recent models of the collapse are derived from a refined understanding of
the hieroglyphic record coupled with reliance upon agent-centered theories of sociopolitical interaction (Culbert 1991). Manahan’s (2003) doctoral research at Copán is in
the vanguard of these new approaches. He forms a persuasive three-part argument
based upon new post-collapse evidence from the southern center. First, political
centralization in the Maya lowlands was ideologically based on elite-interaction and
state ritual (Demarest 1992:136; Manahan 2003:35). Ideology functioned to bind
people to their leader and as a foundation for elite interaction. Long-distance elite
interaction was undertaken to acquire status markers, while economic necessities were
exchanged at a local level (Friedel 1986). Second, nodes along the interaction network
began to fail for a variety of reasons including: (a) a rupture in the dynastic line (Fash
1988, 1991; Sharer 1988), (b) warfare (Demarest 1997; Schele and Friedel 1990), and
(c) competition and rebellion at secondary centers (Marcus 1993). Third, without the
exotic status markers or a means to acquire them, there was no way to operationalize
previously successful strategies for political centralization. In the absence of new
strategies, the population of the Copán valley declined by the close of the eighth
century. Given the widespread transformation of the sociopolitical landscape from A.D.
800 to 900, it is likely that a scenario similar to that described at Copán played out
across the southern lowlands.

Pattern of Collapse along the Southeastern Maya Frontier
Nearly all polities in southeastern Mesoamerica underwent significant economic
and demographic changes between A.D. 800 and A.D. 900. These changes generally
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manifested themselves in the cessation of stelae erection, abandonment of monumental
centers, termination of dynastic lines, fragmentation of exchange networks, dramatic
population loss, and an overall dissolution of political hierarchy. The specific changes
in polities throughout the region vary in step with the elite exchange networks outlined
in earlier sections. Not surprisingly, the interaction networks that were enmeshed with
lowland Maya centers reflect the greatest similarity in nature and timing with the
eighth-century collapse.
There are two patterns of collapse along the southeastern Maya frontier. The
first pattern, exemplified by Copán and Quiriguá, is characterized by significant
sociopolitical and demographic transformations by the early ninth century. The second
pattern, exemplified by non-Maya sites along the middle-Chamelecon and Ulúa
drainages, is also marked by changes, but there was striking population continuity
centuries after lowland Maya centers were abandoned. I argue that these two patterns
result from differing approaches to elite-interaction strategies.
Political centralization at Maya centers like Copan and Quiriguá was bound up
with state ritual (Demarest 1992; Fash 1991; Schele and Friedel 1990; Schele and
Miller 1986). Although ceremony and public display are intrinsically tied to rulership,
the fundamental strategy of political operatives was elite interaction (the acquisition of
exotic goods and the controlled distribution of necessities). At both sites, complete
political decentralization and population decline was precipitated by environmental
stresses and the inability of elites to engage in previously successful strategies (Fash et
al. 2004). Unable to initiate new models of political power led to the eventual collapse
of these systems by the end of the eighth century.
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Other sites throughout northwestern Honduras displayed an altogether different
response to eighth-century ruptures in the elite interaction network. Polities throughout
the middle-Chamelecon drainage and along the Ulúa valley displayed remarkable
demographic continuity, in part due to the minimal environmental impact of the smaller
populations. With the exception of La Sierra (Schortman and Urban 1994),
communities along these parallel drainages were not organized into a regional
hierarchy, but rather, many communities were locally centralized yet each retained
political autonomy into the tenth and eleventh centuries (Joyce 1991; Joyce and Hendon
2000; Joyce et al. n.d.; Schortman n.d.; Urban n.d.). Indeed, the non-Maya sites along
the southeastern Mesoamerican periphery exhibited a robust Terminal Classic phase,
which seemingly lasted from A.D. 900 to 1100.

Research Design
Many current social theorists maintain that culture, society, and interpersonal
relationships are fractured, multi-vocal, negotiated, and in flux (Bourdieu 1977; Dobres
and Robb 2000; Giddens 1979; Holtorff and Karlsson 2000; Ortner 1984; Sahlins
1985:145). Structures, such as polities, ideologies, economic systems, trade networks,
communities, or households are dynamic entities and should be recognized as
unbounded and permeable; individuals have considerable leeway in their decision to
participate or not participate in these structures (Mann 1986). Modeling individual and
group interaction within this fluid structure is possible through the use of archaeological
evidence (Binford 1983; Trigger 1974:96, 1991; Wylie 1992). The architectural and
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artifactual evidence from Early Postclassic El Coyote can therefore be used to test
current models of ancient political economies in southeastern Mesoamerica.
Power is the ability to advance ones interests. All interpersonal relationships
create instances of power imbalance (Dirks et al 1994; Foucault 1980:198; Scott 1985).
Individuals or groups may seize or maintain power by negotiating their social
relationships and manipulating the material world (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979:91;
Ortner 1984; Wolf 1999). Mann (1986) and others suggest that the nature of power is
rooted in the strategic manipulation of resources or sources of power (Blanton et al.
1996; Earle 1997; Mills 2000; Roscoe 1993:114). “Resources” are not limited to the
economic arena, because economic activity is embedded within social and political
interactions (Finley 1985; Mann 1986; Mauss 1990; Polanyi 1958). Political and
ideological acts are viewed as resources as well. Ceremony and ritual have a
transformative effect upon society, alleviating stress, promoting solidarity, advancing
new individuals or groups through the social ranks, or establishing a new ideological
direction (Bell 1992). These resources were not available to all, nor equally utilized by
all those in power. Although less-easily quantified, the use of non-economic resources
appears in the archaeological record and can be used to gauge socio-political change
(Demarest 1992; Fox 1996). Research based on this perspective moves beyond earlier
attempts to understand past power relationships and considers the combination of social,
political, and economic resources used, rather than the quantities of goods alone.
The rationale for using an approach based on power strategies to better
understand the ninth- and tenth-century evidence from the Northeast Complex at El
Coyote is two-fold. First, the benefit of using power as the foundation for research
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design is that it bridges the gap between archaeological and cultural anthropology. The
incorporation of more holistic models of agency and structure within archaeology will
generate better interpretations. A wide variety of data spanning multiple time periods,
scales, and contexts is accessible in the archaeological record. Often, these bodies of
information are inaccessible to the cultural anthropologist. Second, the Early
Postclassic has been conceptualized as a period of widespread decentralization and
population decline. The use of power strategies as a theoretical foundation is explicitly
suited to address issues of political dynamics at all scales of analysis.
In the section to follow, I identify the archaeological correlates for three models
of political economy: a prestige-goods elite-interaction network, incipient mercantile
economy, and corporate group strategies. Each of these models stresses different axes
of power, but does not preclude the use of other sources of power. For example,
different segments of society could employ power strategies drawn from different
realms, depending upon the availability of resources in different contexts. In fact, if
current conceptualizations of power are correct, correlates of multiple strategies should
be identified in the Northeast Complex assemblage. What becomes evident, through the
evidence collected through survey, excavation, and analysis, is the degree of success
associated with each strategy through time, thus exposing the relations of power during
the Early Postclassic at El Coyote.

Political Economies and Archaeological Correlates
Elite interaction. Political economies based on prestige interaction are driven by
the exchange of preciosities, knowledge, and ideology among elites in regional and
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interregional networks, in order to create or reinforce social distance between rulers and
the populace. Elements of this model have been used to understand the archaeological
and ethnohistorical record from the Preclassic Isthmus of Tehuantepec (Demarest 1989;
Flannery 1968; Flannery and Marcus 1998) to contact period Lower Central American
chiefdoms (Helms 1979, 1988). Models of prestige interaction have consistently served
as a basis for interpretations and explanations of Mesoamerican sociopolitical systems
(Blake 1991; Blanton et al. 1996; Braswell 2002; Clark 1987; Clark and Blake 2000;
Demarest 1992; Demarest and Foias 1995; Schortman and Urban 1992, 1994; Spence
1996).
Crucial to the maintenance of prestige interaction political economies is the
exchange of exotics (preciosities, esoteric knowledge, iconography, etc.) among elites.
This exchange expresses a personal relationship among the participants who are
members of the upper echelon of a regional or interregional group. Often, the
expression of this relationship is private, stressing the curation of exchanged
knowledge. The display of these exotic paraphernalia, iconography, or architecture, in a
public forum marks the participants as different from the local populace in a culturally
tangible media, perhaps highlighting different markers of identity, class, and ethnicity.
Moreover, these practices are archaeologically detectable. The ideas and commodities
exchanged between elites and utilized as political currency become a rich and exclusive
source of power that could be easily manipulated to fit within the local socio-historical
framework.
The primary archaeological correlate of the prestige interaction model is the
restricted distribution of non-local commodities, iconography, and ideology (as
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expressed through architectural elements, site-planning, the presence of foreign
luxuries, and the manifestation within material culture of intrusive rituals). The
manipulation of these foreign elements is best viewed across a continuum. At one end,
the private expression of personal relationships appears as a discrete concentration of
foreign paraphernalia (e.g., funerary assemblages or within the context of household
ritual). Based on the presence of these exotics, the coincidental exchange of ritual,
ideological, or political knowledge may be inferred. At the far end of the prestige
interaction continuum is the overt expression of foreign ideology through public
architecture and site-planning, the incorporation of imported elements within local
rituals, or the transplantation of an entire foreign ritual complex in which all segments
of society participate. Here the expression of non-local elements is an individual’s
proclamation of esoteric knowledge, foreign ties, and (potential) links to the
supernatural (Helms 1988).
El Coyote was situated at the intersection of major communication routes, with
close proximity to both the Maya frontier and burgeoning complex chiefdoms of Lower
Central America. Individual participation within a prestige interaction network would
have been a viable strategy to seize and maintain power. The location of El Coyote on a
route between the Ulúa and Chamelecon drainages offered an opportunity to extract
goods from the exchange network. More importantly, the variety of trading partners
and non-local goods allowed ambitious individuals multiple extra-local sources of
preciosities from which to fashion an elite identity (Schortman and Nakamura 1991).
Economic control. Models of incipient mercantile economies operate on the
premise that individuals or groups may garner power and profit by manipulating the
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acquisition, production, or distribution of the raw materials, goods, or commodities
essential to the reproduction of society (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Clark 1987; Costin
1991; Peregrine 1991; Urban et al. 2000). Economic control models predict a great
range of variability across scales of analysis and segments of society. Macro-scales of
analysis reveal an elite strategy of altering the flows of resources and commodities
toward themselves. This may be manifested by elites locating themselves at crucial
nodes or “bottle necks” in the exchange network, where they can redirect valuables for
their own use while limiting the access of their regional competitors to vital resources
(Schortman and Urban 1987). At a finer scale of analysis, access to raw materials and
commodities binds segments of society to elites who control distribution mechanisms.
Those in power enjoy loyalty, a labor pool, and access to local surplus as long as
monopoly over aspects of the economy is maintained and the resources and
commodities remain necessary to the reproduction of the society-at-large (Earle 1987;
Hayden 1995; Peregrine and Feinman 1996).
Economic control is also evident at micro-scales of analysis. Identification of
specialized production loci or workshop economies can reveal elite exertion of control
at the finest economic level because the use of attached specialists restricts access to
fine-wares and commodities requiring special skills or locally rare raw materials in their
manufacture (Earle 1987).
Evaluation of economic control models offers a further advantage as a refined
image of social segmentation along economic lines emerges. The manipulation of
economies may generate an environment of competition, empowering conflicting or
exploited segments of society with analogous assets and sources of power (Bloch 1977;
36

McGuire and Paynter 1991; Scott 1985). Ultimately, the economic control model is the
most verifiable of the models considered here because individuals and groups
manipulate the flows of material resources to achieve personal ends, thus altering the
archaeological record in relatively well-understood ways.
Each scale of analysis has an array of archaeological correlates. Concentrations
of non-local, regionally-mobilized materials and commodities at specific centers can be
indicative of economic control at a macro-scale. Correlates of economic control at
intermediate scales of analysis are: (1) unequal distribution patterns of materials and
commodities; (2) concentrations of imported materials in association with elite
residences (or the absence of non-local materials in areas associated with non-elite
segments of society); (3) restricted access to storage facilities, gradations of wealth (as
measured by variation in material assemblages); and (4) unequal distribution of labor
(as viewed through structure size, volume of construction material, and time/skill
investment in material goods). At micro-scales of analysis, the identification of
workshops, either as a location or mode of production, is dependent on specific
archaeological evidence (Clark 1986, 1990; Healan 1995; Santley and Kneebone 1993).
Archaeological correlates of workshops may fit into several categories: material that is
overlooked during cleaning, specialized facilities or tool kits, and distinct architectural
patterns resulting from specialized craft production. As a mode of production, however,
workshops may be identified by a wider range of archaeological correlates: the presence
of manufacturing debris despite the absence of finished products, and finished goods
that require limited and specialized skill, technical knowledge, or considerable time to
produce. By identifying these specific patterns of distribution it is possible to define the
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presence and nature of economic control at various scales of analysis and across
segments of society.
Corporate political strategies. Models of political economies based on corporate
political strategies highlight attempts to develop and promote activities that reinforce
corporate bonds, thus tying polity members together (Peregrine 2001:36). Corporate
groups restrict the emergence of powerful individuals because the sources of power are
shared across segments of society, establishing a system of restraints on individual or
factional attempts to undercut competitors. Within this model, leaders are permitted to
allocate resources exclusively within the group (Earle 1998). Leaders mobilize
surpluses from staple-producing segments of the economy and distribute them to
laborers and (attached or independent) specialists (Earle 2001). Corporate group
identity is manifest in the construction of public works, architecture, and monuments
that serve as the location for public ceremonies such as festivals, games, or feasting.
Blanton et al. (1996) have presented a strong argument that two forms of
strategies exist in contests for power: those that are exclusionary and those that are
corporate. Prestige interaction and economic control models fall under their category of
exclusionary strategies. These strategies are based on the efforts of individuals to gain
access to esoteric paraphernalia or knowledge through interaction or restricting access
to necessary materials or commodities. As such, these strategies are vulnerable to
“limitations of scale” (Blanton et al. 1996:5) or, more simply, these strategies enhance
the preeminence of some individuals over the group but those who benefit (the elite)
cannot control the actions of others over long distances. Corporate strategies, however,
are not so susceptible to the whims and counter-strategies of long-distance trade
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partners because corporate leadership is based on control over local assets. Although
corporations may arise due to the actions of competitors at the far end of the network, I
argue that the drastic changes in the political and economic landscape of Southeastern
Mesoamerica circa A.D. 850 to 950 were far beyond the control of any individual or
polity. Instead, the dissolution of these networks may have stimulated the rise of a
corporate based system.
Although less identifiable than aggrandized individuals, rulers within corporate
groups achieve power using the same basic mechanisms as their analogues in the
prestige interaction and economic control models, namely the successful manipulation
of resources. Archaeological correlates are derived from the mobilization of
community resources to emphasize bonds to the community, lineage, resources, or
ideology. This model predicts that production sites should be widespread or diffuse
throughout the community. Consumption of these products should be centralized,
focused, or highly localized, because community solidarity is promoted. Typically,
centralized consumption involves community-wide ceremonies, rituals, or festivals,
which may serve as leveling mechanisms. The corporate group model predicts that
individual aggrandizement and the expression of individual ties are not promoted
(Blanton et al. 1996; Earle 2001; Peregrine 2001) and measures of wealth will show a
pattern of equality across the community. Finally, private architecture requiring
substantial labor investment, such as palaces, will be uncommon because public
architecture and community works are the outcome of corporate labor initiatives.
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Leaders gain power by coordinating
activities that reinforce the bonds that tie
members of the polity together.

Corporate Political Strategies

Individuals or groups manipulate the
acquisition, production, and/or distribution
of raw materials, goods, or commodities
essential to the reproduction of society in
search of profit and wealth.

Economic Control and Mercantile Economy

The exchange of preciosities, knowledge,
and ideology among elites in regional and
interregional networks, in order to create or
reinforce social distance between rulers and
the populace

Prestige-Goods Interaction

Model
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- Diffuse production and centralized consumption by the
group
- Generalized distribution of wealth
- Status markers are not prominent
- Public architecture/works instead of palaces
- Community-wide ceremonies, rituals, or festivals

- Elite-controlled workshops or workshop economies

- Unequal distribution of labor.

- Wealth gradations

- Presence of restricted access storage facilities

- Concentrations of non-local, regionally mobilized
materials and commodities

Restricted Access to Non-local elements, including:
Preciosities
Ideology
Architectural style
Spatial planning principles
Knowledge

Archaeological Correlates

- Grinding stones, spindle whorls, multiple contemporary kilns, and storage
equipment is ubiquitous
- Low variability of material assemblages between households
- Burials lack imports and prestige goods
- Residential architecture marked by low variability of labor investment
- Terraces, irrigation networks, roadways, and ballcourts
- Concentrations of serving ware, food preparation furniture, and residues in
close proximity to public architecture or spaces

- Imported obsidian from Mexican or Guatemalan sources
- Storage facilities attached, or in close proximity, to elite residences:
Structure or rooms containing residues of staples
Large storage jars
Concentrations of standardized jars (or forms associated with
storage) near elite residences or administrative structures
- Discontinuous distribution of variable material assemblages (wealth)
- Quantifiable differences in residential and non-residential architecture:
Basal area
Volume and quality of material (i.e. cut stones vs. river cobble)
- Discarded or overlooked materials and/or blanks
- Toolkits or specialized furniture used for mass production
- Manufacturing debris in the absence of finished products
- Finished goods requiring high skill levels or specialized knowledge

- Use of imported or specialized ceramics in public/private settings
Specifically: Tohil Plumbate, Las Vegas polychromes, imported
censers
- Presence of non-local household ritual
- Presence of non-local symbolic or stylistic elements
- Chronological discontinuity of site-planning principles:
Abandonment of rectilinear patio group

Predicted Archaeological Correlate at El Coyote

Table 1. Models of Political Economy and Their Archaeological Correlates.

Summary of Models. Each of these three models highlights different axes of
power and is characterized by distinct archaeological correlates (summarized in Table
1), but I do not propose that they must to the exclusion of each other. Supporters of
corporate group models posit that a range of competitive strategies may be employed
simultaneously (Earle 2001; Peregrine 2001; Sewell 1992:22). Blanton and colleagues
have argued that one strategy may lead to another following a developmental or
evolutionary trajectory (Blanton et al. 1996). Many researchers reiterate these
sentiments, and emphasize that the shift from prestige gift-giving to control over
specialization is well documented (Aoyama 1996; Braun and Plog 1982; Clark and
Blake 2000; Jackson and Love 1991).
Critics may ultimately single out any of these positions, because specific
strategies – be they social political, economic, or ideological – emphasized by others
may preclude aspects of behavior more central to their own research. For example,
gift-giving has long-recognized economic aspects (Mauss 1990) while interregional
interaction and exchange have sociopolitical dimensions (Kepecs and Kohl 2003;
Schortman and Urban 1994; Wallerstein 1974). By emphasizing the economic aspects
of society or ideological meaning over the organization of necessary materials
(DeMarris et al. 1996), we may refine our understanding of prehistoric societies
(Isaacs 1993). I argue that selecting models that crosscut society allows for a better
analysis of prehistoric evidence that is in line with current concepts of power and
society.
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Conclusion
Interregional interaction was a fundamental source of power in southeastern
Mesoamerica. This process involved the exchange of non-local preciosities among
elite trading partners and forged bonds between individuals at the upper level of their
respective communities. This exchange was primarily ideological in nature, and
secondarily promoted economic activity. Certainly, elites were able to exchange their
newly acquired exotic goods for loyalty, labor, and subsistence surpluses. At times,
elites could gain control over craft specialization. Nevertheless, these elite-sponsored
workshops were principally driven to produce sumptuary items. Through time, goods
produced by artisans and exchanged as gifts entered the local economy and became
utilitarian goods (McKillop 1989: 44, 51; Rice 1987; Sidrys 1977; Zeitlin 1982). The
overwhelming evidence suggests that power along the Late Classic southeastern Maya
frontier was ideological in nature.
The centrality of ideological interaction is nowhere more evident than in those
instances where preciosities failed to move along the exchange network. Southeastern
polities organized around elite interaction suffered traumatic political decentralization
and population decline during the eighth century. Only those polities that forged new
trading partners and abandoned the individual aggrandizement accompanying elite
interaction networks occupied the socio-political landscape of northwestern Honduras
after A.D. 900.
In the following chapters I present new evidence from the Northeast Complex
of El Coyote, northwestern Honduras. The Northeast Complex was founded in the
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early ninth century, at the beginning of these dramatic cultural transformations. I
argue that members of this community engaged in interregional interaction but did not
promote social inequality. Rather, they initiated new, corporate based power
strategies. These strategies suppressed individual promotion in favor of communitywide equality. This represents a new model of political organization in southeastern
Mesoamerica.
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CHAPTER 3 – NATURAL AND CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT
In this chapter I define the research area in terms of geographic boundaries,
natural setting, and academic discourse. The ninth-century transformation of El
Coyote did not occur in isolation. Indeed, an understanding of the power strategies
employed within the Early Postclassic community is reliant upon knowledge of the
natural resources available as much as the historically contingent aspects of politics
and society. In the sections to follow, I present physiological and archaeological data
highlighting the issues of importance for Early Postclassic El Coyote. In other chapters
I demonstrate that the transformations within the El Coyote community were an active
response to the drastically altered political, social, and economic landscape of
Southeast Mesoamerica.

Honduras in the Early Twenty-First Century
Honduras is located in Middle America and shares borders with Guatemala, El
Salvador, and Nicaragua. The nation includes 112,100 square kilometers of mostly
mountainous interior and narrow coastal plains4. Although not as narrow as Costa
Rica and Panamá to the south, Honduras boasts access to both the Caribbean Sea and
the Pacific Ocean.

4

Information on the geography, demography, and economy of Honduras was derived from The World
Factbook, 2003.
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The Republic of Honduras became a freely elected civilian government in
1982, thus ending nearly 25 years of mostly military rule. With the signing of the
Constitution of 1982, the government became organized into executive, legislative,
and judicial branches. In 1880 the nation’s capital was moved from Comayagua to the
centrally located city of Tegucigalpa. The country is divided into 18 administrative
departments.
The most recent population estimates place nearly 6.7 million people within
the boundaries of Honduras. Spanish is the most common language with some English
and Garífuna spoken along the Caribbean coast. Precolumbian languages such as
Chortí Maya, Paya, and Lenca are also spoken. Fully, 90 percent of the population is
of mixed Amerindian and European descent and the remaining population is
comprised of Amerindian (seven percent), African American (two percent), and
Western-European (one percent) peoples. Further, the most widely practiced religion
is Roman Catholic with a Protestant minority. Nevertheless, personal conversations
with any Honduran suggest that the population can be subdivided by education,
background, hometown, employment, and so forth until the distinctions become
meaningless. The population is rising at a rate of 2.32 percent per year with increasing
population nucleation at urban centers.
Hondurans exploit a variety of natural resources: timber, gold, silver, copper,
lead, zinc, iron ore, antimony, coal, fish, and hydropower. The service industry,
including tourism and government, is the largest employment sector of the economy.
Agriculture, specifically bananas, coffee, citrus, beef, timber, and shrimp, is the
second largest employer. The industrial processing or production of sugar, coffee,
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textiles, clothing, and wood products, employs the remainder of working Hondurans.
Despite these resources, Honduras is the third poorest country in the Western
Hemisphere (only Haiti and Nicaragua rank lower). The distribution of income is
extremely uneven and over 53 percent of all Hondurans live below the poverty line.
Many families living in rural communities must rely on subsistence farming to
survive.
In these respects, Honduras is not unlike many other Central American
countries. The expansion of urban populations, deforestation due to logging and
agriculture, and a drastically imbalanced economy are central concerns. It is not
overly optimistic to think that with increased humanitarian efforts, an emphasis on
education, and an increasingly modernized industrial sector, Honduras may establish a
firm social and economic footing.

Natural Setting of Northwest Honduras
The developmental trajectory of El Coyote was not the direct result of any
unique set of geophysical traits within the Cacaulapa valley. That said, the natural
resources and the location of the site within the economic landscape were contributing
factors in the rise of a regional center on a narrow terrace above the Cacaulapa River.
In the sections to follow I hope to highlight some of the natural resources of the
Cacaulapa valley and surrounding area that would have posed challenges to and
opportunities for the inhabitants of El Coyote. My central thesis throughout this
section is that the limited arable land within the Cacaulapa valley was offset by an
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advantageous position in the economic and political landscape of Precolumbian
Northwest Honduras.

Geomorphology
The research area lies within the physiographic region known as the ChiapasNorthern Central American Highlands (West 1964:36-38). The Cacaulapa valley is
situated within the Old Antillia, one of the most ancient geological regions in Middle
America. Primary formation of this region occurred during the Tertiary period (Pope
1986; Powers 1918) with the superposition of more recent volcanic activity (West
1964). Although volcanic activity has very little impact upon everyday life in
Honduras, the Precolumbian occupants of west Honduras and El Salvador were
directly impacted (Sheets et al. 1983).
The natural environment of Northwest Honduras is defined by two prominent
mountain ranges: the Pacific and Caribbean Cordilleras (Squier 1870:16). The
Caribbean Cordillera is the older of the two and has wide valleys; the younger Pacific
Cordillera is much steeper with abundant volcanic activity (Carr 1950; West 1964).
The Cacaulapa valley is situated between the Sierra de Omoa mountain ranges and the
Sierra de Pija both of which run north to south. Precolumbian peoples exploited
quartzites, basalts, limestones, schists, volcanic glass, and marble from these ranges.
The geology of the lower Cacaulapa valley is known through two independent
surveys, the first of which was conducted from 1964 to 1974 as part of the United
Nations Development Programme (1974). This study was comprised of geological
and geochemical surveys pursued in conjunction with geophysical prospecting,
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trenching, and diamond drilling. The subsequent study was conducted by the Metal
Mining Agency of Japan (1979). This second survey encompassed a broad area
centered on the modern town of Petoa. These studies revealed a complex relationship
of several geological formations. The geological foundation of the valley is composed
of the Minitas Formation (Paleozoic gneissose, micaceous schist, metamorphosed
andesite and tuff) and the Atima Formation (limestone). To the south, the Atima and
Minitas formations are covered by a third formation, the Matagalpa (a volcanic layer
of andesite, basalt, basaltic pyrocrastic rock, and rhyolite). Intrusions and deposits of
tuff, limestone, granodiorite, andesite, and quartz diorite were noted within close
proximity to the research site.

Hydrology
The major waterways in northwest Honduras drain to the Caribbean Sea (West
1964). The exterior drainages of most importance here are the Chamelecon River and
Ulúa River. Bounded to the west by the Sierra de Pija mountain range, the Ulúa River
and its tributaries drain the broad valleys of north-central Honduras. The headwaters
of the Chamelecon River are located near Santa Rosa de Copan, Honduras and the
river runs east through the Quimistan and Naco Valleys before draining into the
Caribbean. The Cacaulapa valley is a one of the few passages connecting the middle
Chamelecon and Ulúa Rivers. The Cacaulapa River is a major southern tributary of
the Chamelecon River extending four kilometers to the south and is fed by the
seasonal tributaries of the Quebrada Seca, Coyota, and Tamazagapa.
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Soils
The agricultural potential of soils within the mountain valleys of Northwest
Honduras is variable. Carr (1950:573) notes that soils within this region have a
moderate potential for agricultural productivity given a mix of fertile loams and sterile
clay deposits. Also common is a heavy granular loam with low clay content. The
topsoil, seemingly rich and fertile, is heavily leached and acidic (Stevens 1964). In the
neighboring Naco valley, Urban (1986) concluded that the valley bottomlands are
conducive for farming. The composition of the Cacaulapa valley soils surrounding El
Coyote is known from available USGS soil maps and selective pH testing conducted
by Wells (2003:80). The bottomlands consist of silty to sandy loams with that are
mildly alkaline and have good drainage. The uplands are clayey to sandy or gravelly
loam, also with relatively good drainage. The upland soils, however are more
representative of mountain valley soils and are neutral to mildly acidic.
The narrow Cacaulapa valley differs greatly from the broad alluvial tracts of
the Naco valley. The hillsides along the Cacaulapa River are rugged and arable
farmland is scarce. A survey of the valley has revealed a total of only 7 km2 of
agriculturally productive land (defined as generally flat areas of alluvial and colluvial
shelves). In fact, the largest extent of arable land is less than 1 km wide. Local
farmers note the exceptional fertility of soils in and around the site of El Coyote
(Urban et al. 1999:22), due to the plant nutrients derived from the limestone parent
material, their good drainage, and great depth (up to three meters in some areas).
Given the paucity of farmland within the narrow confines of the Cacaulapa Valley, it
is surprising that the El Coyote site core was constructed on top of this highly
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productive soil. The loss of this potential farmland may have been a small price to pay
for the founding leadership of El Coyote. Urban et al. (2000:4) hypothesize that the
densely nucleated settlement was directed by elites in order to gain control over the
community and its labor. Wells (2003:83) has observed that the lack of suitable
farmland may have promoted concentrated settlement. Indeed, a pattern of dispersed
settlement would take up much of the remaining potential cropland.

Climate
Northwest Honduras shares the same weather patterns with much of Central
America. Due in part to the movement of two major air masses (Carr 1950), two
seasons mark the passing of each year. The summer or dry season begins in early
February and continues through May. The winter or rainy season picks up in late May
and tapers off in late January. Generally, 75 percent of the annual rainfall is received
between June and October. Throughout the year, the Cacaulapa valley can expect
1,300 mm of rain, slightly lower than the regional norm but sufficient for two
agricultural harvests each year (Andrade 1990). Although the dry season can
transform the landscape from lush green to brown and yellow, the humidity is
typically high year-round (Pope 1986:14). During the summer, temperatures can rise
remarkably to 35º Celsius; daily oscillations are predictable with mild mornings and
strong afternoon winds blowing from the north in the afternoon. During the winter,
temperatures rarely reach 30º Celsius and daily oscillations are much less predictable
but also more constrained. Mornings are cooler with extremely humid and warm
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afternoons, sun showers are frequent throughout the day and thunderstorms are
common.
The seasonal fluctuations are generally mild and meteorological hazards are
uncommon. Hurricanes, especially in recent years, have been a central concern.
Hurricanes and tropical depressions develop late in the rainy season (August to
November). The high winds and tidal surges can be extremely damaging to the
coastal regions while the threats to inland populations are due to flooding and
landslides brought on by excessive rain (Pope 1985:17). Hurricane Mitch, the most
recent storm to hit the area, had a devastating effect upon coastal and inland
populations. Available information compiled by the United States Geological Society
documents over 9,000 deaths due to rain-induced flooding. Aside from the horrific
loss of life, the effect upon Honduras was three-fold. First, massive infrastructural
damage prohibited the movement of relief throughout the country. Second, over 70
percent of the crops were lost, including 80 percent of the banana fields. Third,
flooding caused the loss of many rural villages in northern Honduras. The relocation
of these displaced populations swelled inland communities to nearly double their size,
creating a myriad of social and economic concerns. While the occurrence of natural
disasters on the order of Mitch was likely rare, the effect upon Precolumbian
populations would have been substantial. Sharp demographic decline due to death and
relocation, the destruction of villages, and the loss of crops could have led to the
widespread transformation of political and economic alliances.

51

Flora and Fauna
Honduras is composed of gradations between a moist tropical forest in the
lowlands and dry tropical forest in the highlands (Carr 1950). The research site
occupies an area within the upland mountain valleys. These environs promote the rich
biological diversity found throughout the country today. Precolumbian ecology is
known from ethnohistoric accounts and archaeological evidence.
Early accounts and ethnohistoric references are useful for inferring plant and
animal life in the region prior to modern occupation. Nineteenth- and twentiethcentury explorers (Goodwin 1941; Squier 1870) note that large forests of cedar,
mahogany, ceiba, palms, and Indian-rubber trees were common along the northern
coast. Interior mountain valleys boasted fauna from tropical palms to temperate zone
pines. Ethnohistoric sources relate that maize, manioc, and beans were cultivated, and
cacao and cotton were export crops (Bergman 1969; Lentz 1986; Millon 1955; von
Hagen 1948). The fauna of the area was extensively listed by Squier (1870) who
notes deer (Cervus mexicanus and Cervus rufus), opossum, gray squirrel, anteater
(striped and little), armadillo, Indian coney (Cavia aguti), rabbit (Cylvilagus sp.), a
wide variety of cats (jaguar, black tiger [Felis discolor], ocelot, and cougar), coyote, a
wide range of birds (quetzal, parrot, macaw, hawks, vultures, owls, hummingbirds,
pelican, muscovy duck, herons, ibis, crane, wild turkey, Mexican partridge, quail,
wood pigeon, and dove), iguana, river turtle (hicatee), and several insects and
arachnids (honey bees, wood tick, tarantula, scorpions, and destructive locust). To this
list may be added shrews, sloths, frogs, several species of bat, monkeys (capuchin,
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howler, and spider), mice, rats, gophers, porcupines, raccoons, kinkajou, weasel,
skunk, fox, peccaries, and a variety of fish species (Goodwin 1941; Stuart 1964).
Stands of palms, deciduous evergreen trees, vines, and shrubs identified during
recent surveys of the neighboring Naco valley suggest that tropical deciduous forest
was the most common vegetation prior to occupation (Douglass 2002; Urban
1986:32). Paleobotanical analyses from the Naco (Lentz 1991), Copan (Lentz 1991),
and Comayagua valleys (Lentz et al. 1997) offer complementary evidence. These
studies reveal that cashew (Anacarbium occidentale), pine (Pinus), oak (Quercus), fig
(Ficus), and guanacaste (Enterolobium cyclocarpum) were not only available but
utilized resources. A variety of cultigens also were noted in water flotation samples,
namely: achiote, bean (Phaseolus vulgaris), chocolate, maize (Zea mays)5, palm nut
(Acrocomia mexicana), peppers, plum (Spondias sp.), root crops (manioc and sweet
potatoes) squash (Curcurbita), tobacco, and sapote (Pouteria mammosa). The
utilization of this paleobotanical inventory is supported by the presence of food
processing equipment in archaeological contexts: comales (or griddles), grinding
implements (manos and metates), and possible manioc graters (Strong et al. 1938). In
addition to cultigens, evidence for the collection of riverine snail, crab, clam, and the
hunting of turtle, deer, peccary, and a variety of bird species was also recovered.
Subsistence practices in the Cacaulapa valley, therefore, probably emphasized
biannual crops of squash and corn supplemented by hunting of deer, peccary, birds,
small mammals; fishing; and gathering of fruits, honey, snails, and tubers.
5

Additional evidence for the cultivation of maize comes from Las Canoas, near the junction of the
Cacaulapa and Chamelecon Rivers. There, burnt kernels of corn were recovered from deep fill deposits
(Miranda Stockett, personal communication 2002).
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Summary of Natural Setting
The distribution of natural resources exhibits remarkable continuity across the
mountain valleys of northwestern Honduras. The Cacaulapa River runs through a
narrow valley connecting the middle Chamelecon and Ulúa Rivers. Valley soils are
moderately productive although extremely limited in extent due to the steep
topography. Given the climate of the region, two crops are possible each year. The
local inhabitants likely practiced a broad subsistence strategy. Corn, beans, squash,
and peppers were the primary cultigens grown for consumption. Hunting of deer,
peccary, rabbit, a diverse range of birds and fish supplemented the diet. Honey, cacao,
and cotton were harvested for exchange as well as consumption. The rapid growth of
El Coyote, both in terms of population and contemporary construction efforts,
undoubtedly posed problems for feeding the population with dwindling farmland.
Indeed, the natural setting of the valley was a hindrance to the growth of a large site.
The critical obstacle was overcome by a combination of local and regional processes.
Participation with a supra-local economic system may have provided the catalyst for
the rising political fortunes of the burgeoning center. Meanwhile, the institution of
organizational leadership within the local community facilitated the acquisition,
management, and distribution of resources necessary for the reproduction of social and
economic life.
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Previous Research in Northwest Honduras

Systematic archaeological research has a long history in Northwest Honduras.
Until quite recently, research has focused on constructing a general culture-historical
framework based on numerous surveys (Glass 1966; Stone 1941, 1957; Strong 1948;
Strong et al. 1938; Yde 1938). Although differences in material patterning among
cultural or ethnic groups was extremely useful for identifying the complexity of
archaeological centers, interest in the transformative relationship between non-Maya
peoples and elite within Southeast Mesoamerica spurred a series of intensive regional
projects (Hirth 1988; Joyce 1991; Robinson 1987, 1989; Schortman and Urban 1994;
Schortman et al. 1986). Archaeological projects in the Naco, Sula, and Ulua Valleys
have informed a regional model of autochthonous complex socio-political groups
interacting with more centralized Maya groups to the West and North.

The evidence

generated from these theoretically informed projects has produced an excellent
framework for further research.

Initial Explorations, Survey, and Culture History
The earliest published systematic research to focus upon Northwestern
Honduras was undertaken by Ydes (1938). Although Ydes notes earlier documented
explorations (e.g. de Palacio 1576; Galindo 1836; Stephens 1841) these were not
written from a systematic archaeological perspective (but see Gordon 1898; Maudslay
1889-1902; Squire 1853). In the report of his 1935 explorations, Ydes provides a
descriptive framework based upon geological zones. This approach, focusing upon
55

the valley as the analytical unit, continues to guide research to this day. Ydes’ four
prominent regional divisions were the Comayagua Valley, Lake Yojoa, Copán and the
Upper Chamelecón, and the Lower Chamelecón and the Ulua Valley. While Ydes
makes no attempt to generate a grand synthesis of Northwest Honduras, this early
effort does provide a description of sites in each area and their ceramic assemblages.
Numerous surveys of Honduras were contemporary with and followed Ydes’
1938 report. Although some followed the regional format (Glass 1966; Strong 1935;
1938; Strong et al. 1938, Stone 1941, 1957), others sought to construct a culture
historical framework for the entire country (Strong 1948). Still others began to focus
on specific sites (Popenoe 1934, 1936) and particular chronological issues (Canby
1951; Epstein 1959; Stone 1966). The result of these projects was a patchwork of
cultural areas loosely related by ceramic styles and site organization. Considerable
attention was paid to refining regional chronologies and relating material culture to the
assemblages recovered from Maya centers to the West and North. In particular, Copán
became a pivotal point in the further delimitation of cultural boundaries (Longyear
1947; Strong 1948).
The chronologies generated by this body of research demonstrated a
considerable time-depth with an abundance of data relating to Classic period
occupations. Few sites demonstrated Formative period settlement and early
occupation was largely identified from ceramic assemblages (Glass 1966; Healy 1984;
Hirth 1988). Four ceramic assemblages define the non-Maya sites. Los Naranjos is
associated with Yojoa Monochrome (Strong 1948; Strong et al. 1938) or alternately
the Jaral Complex (Baudez and Becquelin 1973), however the connections with
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contemporaneous ceramic assemblages are unclear (Glass 1966). The excavations at
the site of Santa Rita, just east of the Ulúa-Comayagua confluence, produced an early
ceramic deposit, designated as Ulua Bichrome (Strong 1948). This isolated deposit is
closely aligned with the better-understood Playa de los Muertos ceramic assemblage.
A series of excavations at Playa de los Muertos (Gordon 1898; Popenoe 1934; Strong
et al. 1938) revealed an early occupation from the Middle to Late Preclassic periods.
This assemblage draws upon an early pan-Mesoamerican symbol set (Demarest 1989;
Demarest and Foias 1995) and Olmec-like figurines and ceramic decorations can be
identified (Glass 1966; Kennedy 1981 cited in Healy 1984). Finally, Canby’s (1951)
work at Yarumela, in the central Comayagua valley, also yielded a ceramic
assemblage dating to the Middle and Late Preclassic periods. These assemblages are
noteworthy for their tendency toward incised rather than polychrome decorations.
Culture historical models generated by these early surveys suggest a rapid
population expansion following the Preclassic period. Sites surrounding Lake Yojoa,
La Ceiba and Los Naranjos in particular (Strong et al. 1938; Baudez and Becquelin
1976), increased in size and internal complexity. Stone’s (1957) survey of Central and
Southern Honduras documents the expansion of settlements exhibiting Classic period
assemblages within the Comayagua Region. These Classic assemblages, distinguished
by Ulúa Polychromes in particular, were the subject of intense scrutiny (Glass 1966;
Strong 1948; Strong et al. 1938; Stone 1957; 1966) and chronological debate (Canby
1951; Epstein 1959). Central to these discussions was the construction of cultural
boundaries, specifically the chronological and geographic limits of Maya, non-Maya,
and Lower Central American material culture (Glass 1966; Longyear 1947; Strong
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1948). Questions of boundaries continue to guide research design and remain central
to archaeological investigations.
Some of the best information on the Postclassic period was generated through
these early regional surveys. During this stage of research, evidence for Postclassic
occupation was derived from ethnohistoric documentation, changes in artifact
assemblages, and new settlement patterns. Spanish documents, written during the
sixteenth century provide accounts of well-populated, centralized, villages in the Naco
and Comayagua valleys (Montejo 1539; Pagden 1971). These early records were
commonly treated as evidence for occupation of greater antiquity (Canby 1951; Glass
1966; Popenoe 1936; Strong 1938; Stone 1957). Postclassic assemblages were
identified as much by horizon markers, such as Tohil Plumbate, Fine Orange, and Las
Vegas Polychrome, as by the absence of Ulúa Polychrome Wares and Bold Geometric
Wares (Glass 1966; Gordon 1898; Joyce 1986; Stone 1957). Ultimately, a correlation
between ethnohistorically known villages, Postclassic assemblages, and defensive
hilltop sites signaled a clear set of temporal and geographic markers (Glass 1966;
Popenoe 1936; Strong et al. 1938).

Interregional Interaction
The early threshold of the current era of archaeological investigation can be
marked by a heightened interest in the Southeast Mesoamerica. Numerous long-term
projects were initiated at large centers throughout the southeast (Andrews 1970, 1976;
Ashmore 1979, 1987a; Bruhns 1980; Michels 1979; Sanders and Michels 1969; Sharer
1978a; 1978b; 1980). When combined with continued survey and excavation at
58

Copán (Vleck and Fash 1986; Webster 1985; Willey and Leventhal 1979; Willey et al.
1978; Willey et al. 1994), and Quirigua (Sharer 1978, 1986), a dynamic model of
Maya socio-political development emerged (Andrews 1977; Boone and Willey 1988;
Sharer 1974; Sharer and Gifford 1970; Urban and Schortman 1986). Often, the nonMaya peoples to the south and east were seen as passive recipients of more
sophisticated Maya ideology, material culture, and statecraft. Spurred by this
perceived misrepresentation of non-Maya peoples and in conjunction with a growing
recognition throughout the social sciences that models of human interaction were too
simplistic, numerous projects were initiated throughout northwestern and central
Honduras.
The Proyecto Arqueológico Sula (Henderson 1984; Joyce 1991; Robinson
1987b, 1989), the Santa Barbara Archaeological Project (Schortman and Urban 1987a;
Schortman et al. 1986), and the Proyecto Valle de Naco (Urban 1986) were designed
to address issues of interaction and socio-political organization. The El Cajon
Archaeological Project (Hirth et al. 1989) also produced comparative data and
addressed issues of interaction secondarily, although it was designed as an
archaeological salvage project. The El Cajon Archaeological Project placed primary
emphasis on cultural ecology, focusing on adaptation to cultural and ecological
environments as the starting point for interpreting material culture. Informed by
theory, these projects have produced an empirical data set and refined models of
socio-political development in northwestern Honduras.
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Synthesis of Previous Research
It should be noted researchers in northwestern Honduras employ one of two
chronological schemes (Healy 1984; Hirth 1988; Hirth et al. 1989; Joyce 1991).
Although most ascribe to the Preclassic-to-Postclassic chronology of the Maya area,
an alternate scheme, it is felt, represents a model of cultural periods derived from the
evidence rather than imposed from other regions. These new cultural periods relate to
a Central American framework and fit well with ceramic seriation (Baudez 1966 cited
in Baudez and Becquelin 1973) as opposed to the earlier framework tied to phases in
lowland Mesoamerica (Canby; 1951; Epstein 1957, 1959; Popenoe 1934; Strong,
Kidder, and Paul 1938; Stone 1941, 1957; Vaillant 1934). The following regional
synthesis, based on the most recent work as well as the aforementioned older work,
includes both chronological schemes.
Preceramic 8000 – 1100 B.C. (Period I, II and III). This early cultural period is
poorly known from Northwest Honduras. The early attempts to identify cultural
activity during the Preceramic period failed to uncover evidence for this earliest phase
in the prehistory of the region. Subsequent research efforts have had little more
success. The difficulty of firmly dating evidence from this period is three-fold. First,
research agendas have focused on other aspects of cultural development, namely, the
rise and decline of politically complex communities and polities. Second, the material
assemblage from this time period is minimal and difficult if not impossible to identify
from the surface. Third, once identified the chronological designation of paleoindian
and archaic artifacts is difficult to determine with precision. In spite of these obstacles,
it is possible to reconstruct Preceramic lifeways based upon evidence from
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surrounding areas (Healy 1984:123-124). Evidence for the earliest people in Middle
America has been carbon dated to 8762 B.C. (M. Coe 1988) and 7270 B.C. (Aveleyra
1964). These people likely traveled in extended family groups gathering plants and
hunting big game. The material record includes a well-defined lithic tool kit (Jennings
1968). Over the next 5000 years, these small bands shifted their subsistence strategies
toward smaller fauna and an increased reliance on collecting (Joyce and Henderson
2001:16; Longyear 1948:248-249), as evidenced by the addition of mortars, manos,
and millingstones (Jennings 1968). This period of incipient agriculture is considered
part of a larger system of ecological exploitation and stabilization of minor shortfalls
in seasonal collections (Coe and Flannery 1964; Marcus and Flannery 1996). The
earliest Honduran evidence for maize and manioc cultivation dates to 1000 B.C. at
Yarumela (Dixon 1992:13). Food production in this region was coupled with the
harvesting of wild resources, however, the earliest evidence for experimentation with
domesticated crops date earlier elsewhere (Smith 1995).
Middle Preclassic 1100 – 400 B.C. (Period IVa). The Middle Preclassic period
is noteworthy as a time of interaction with a pan-Mesoamerican elite network
(Demarest 1989; Demarest and Foias 1995; Fash 1985; Joyce and Henderson 2001:20;
Sharer 1990) and increased village size coupled with markers of social inequality.
Bottle forms and stylistic motifs associated with this network are present in ceramic
assemblages (Glass 1966; Kennedy 1981 cited in Healy 1984; Stone 1972). The
caching of greenstone celts within burials, a trait common at the Olmec site of La
Venta, Veracruz, suggests that sets of ritual behavior were being transmitted along
with iconography (Baudez and Becquelin 1973:89). Clear signs of social inequality
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are coupled with increasingly complex village sites during this period. Villages during
this time period, especially in the interior, expand with monumental earthworks
(Baudez 1971; Dixon 1992; Joesink-Mendeville 1987).
The Middle Formative holds the first evidence for overt power strategies
resulting in social differentiation and inequality. Ties to foreign regions are exhibited
by the present of Olmecoid artifacts. Burial practices vary, and architecture is highly
differentiated with monumental spaces surrounded by residential settlement.
Individuals or groups at various locales sought to increase their prestige by expressing
a relationship to distant lands through the presentation of exotic resources. In turn,
this prestige led to increased social distance between segments of society. Members
of the community with ties to distant lands found themselves in a position of power as
they administrated ceremonies and labor-intensive building efforts. The transition
from egalitarian semi-sedentary homesteads to socially stratified villages has been
noted elsewhere in Southeastern Mesoamerica at this time (e.g. Fash 1991; Fowler
1991; Flannery and Marcus 1994).
Late Preclassic and Early Classic 400 B.C. – A.D. 500 (Period IVb). The late
Preclassic and Early Classic periods represent a time of cultural continuity and the
Usulútan Tradition can be found throughout northwestern Honduras (Healy 1984;
Hirth 1988). Settlement form is difficult to determine because most sites remained
occupied into the subsequent phase and structures were razed and used as fill,
although it does seem to be a time of population expansion and initial settlement in
many areas, including the coast. These Early Classic sites and Late Classic centers are
often associated with tri- and polychrome ceramic assemblages.
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Schortman and Urban (1991) note alternate power strategies utilized during
this time. An economic strategy to power is documented at Los Naranjos (Baudez and
Becquelin 1973) and Yarumela (Dixon 1992:13), where the elite are seen as
consolidating power through centralized control over labor. At the other end of the
spectrum, nuanced systems of power emphasized social and ideological connections to
distant places; Early Classic developments at Copán, best exemplify these social
strategies. Connections to Maya centers resulted in population centralization and the
establishment of dynastic rule (Sharer 2002). The La Entrada region (Nakamura
1988), Ulúa valley (Joyce 1991) and Naco valley (Urban and Schortman 1986; Urban
et al. 2002) fall somewhere in between because control over economic activities and
ties to distant places were frequently employed as viable strategies. What is important
to emphasize is the dramatic increase in the unequal distribution of power within and
between sites.
Late and Terminal Classic A.D. 500 - 1000 (Period V). The Late and Terminal
Classic periods represent the apex of Honduran settlement in terms of population
density, centralization, and interregional interaction. This cultural phase is defined by
Ulúa Polychrome and Copador ceramics, however these types become infrequent to
nonexistent by A.D. 850. Three-tiered hierarchies with evidence of public spaces and
monumental architecture (or at the very least, high labor investment) occur in the Ulúa
valley (Henderson 1984; Joyce 1991; Robinson 1987b, 1989), Naco valley
(Schortman and Urban 1994, Urban and Schortman 1988; Wonderley 1981) and
Comayagua valley (Stone 1957; Agurcia 1986), as well as at Lake Yojoa (Baudez and
Becquelin 1973) and in Santa Barbara (Schortman and Urban 1987a; Schortman et al.
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1986). Some authors note political regionalization during the Late Classic, suggesting
the existence of different cultural zones defined by participation in different
interaction networks and material assemblages (Hirth 1988; Joyce 1991; Schortman
and Nakamura 1991).
Early Postclassic A.D. 1000 – 1250 (Late Period V to Early Period VI). The
Early Postclassic is one of the least researched and most poorly understood phases of
occupation in Northwest Honduras. Due in large part to the ephemeral nature of
architecture and continuities in non-polychrome ceramics, few researchers consider
the Early Postclassic as a discrete phase, opting to refer to socio-political and
economic developments from A.D. 900 – 1200 as transitional following the Terminal
Classic (Fox 1996; Joyce 1991) or preceding the Late Postclassic (Fox 1981;
Wonderley 1981). Early Postclassic occupation has been recognized within the Ulúa
valley at Cerro Palenque (Fox, J.G. 1996; Joyce 1991), in the Naco Valley, at La
Sierra (Wonderley 1981; Patricia Urban, personal communication 2002), in Santa
Barbara at various sites (Schortman et al. 1986), Group 5 Los Naranjos (Baudez and
Becquelin 1973) and in the Sula Plain at Santa Rita (Glass 1966). Although elements
of an Early Postclassic occupation have been well documented at these sites, placing
these elements within a broader context was not the goal of their research.
Due to the elusive archaeological patterns dating to the Early Postclassic,
researchers rarely take this phase in Southeast Mesoamerica to be a subject worthy of
study in its own right. Manahan (2003) is the notable exception. His recent
investigations at Copán have focused specifically on the Early Postclassic community
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placing it within a broader regional context and illuminating the debate on the exact
chronology of the decline of that great center.
Early Postclassic sites can be characterized by a shift away from the plazafocused site-planning, a paucity of monumental architecture, some centers move to
defensive hill-top positions. Ceramic assemblages are defined by an absence of Ulua
Polychromes, an addition of Tohil Plumbate and Las Vegas Polychromes as well as a
general absence of surface decoration on pottery vessels in conjunction with an
increase in overall coarseness of pastes. Lithic assemblages that are recognizable by an
increase in bifacially reduced points, ground platform treatment of prismatic cores and
blades, and an increase in green obsidian from the Pachuca source in Central Mexico.
Late Postclassic A.D. 1250 – 1550 (Period VI). The Late Postclassic period is
nearly unknown archaeologically. One of the few researched sites is from the pueblo
of Naco in the nearby Naco valley. Investigated originally by Strong et al. (1938),
more recent work (Wonderley 1981, 1985) has revealed that the site was likely the
primate center of the region due in no small part to its role as a port of trade.
Ethnohistorical accounts dating to the Spanish contact period are particularly useful
for inferring the cultural landscape during the 14th and 15th centuries. Villages and
centers throughout Southeast Mesoamerica were likely well connected as indicated by
the volume and velocity of trade. At Naco, for example, elites exported gold, feathers,
cacao, obsidian, and other goods to the Yucatán in exchange for cotton cloth, salt,
honey, and salves (Henderson 1977:366). The village may have contained a
population of nearly 10,000 people (Montejo 1539:228; Pagden 1971:407).
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Determination of the population’s ethnicity is somewhat confounded by the numerous
groups known to be in the area (Healy 1984:150).
What is noteworthy however, is the general lack of continuity from the Early
Postclassic to the contact period. Settlement in the Naco valley seems to be a standout
exception and continuous settlement of a specific center is noted (Edward Schortman,
personal communication 2005). The Postclassic is a time of increased long-distance
trade and statecraft in other areas of Mesoamerica and Central America. The paucity
of known sites in Northwest Honduras may be due to the lack of interest on the part of
researchers or bias to sites boasting monumental architecture. Indeed, the political
organization exhibited by Early Postclassic communities move toward increasing
socio-economic equality and the dissolution of the trappings of aggrandized elites.
Chiefs became managers of corvee labor and, although there may be tangible and
social benefits reaped by persons in this position, the inheritance of authority and
power to descendants is prohibited.

El Coyote and Southeast Mesoamerica
The site of El Coyote was constructed on a narrow terrace overlooking the
narrow Cacaulapa valley in the department of Santa Barbara, Honduras (Figure 2).
The developmental trajectory of El Coyote was firmly rooted in a regional interaction
system. This system includes the hamlets, villages, and centers along the Copán,
Motagua, Chamelecon, and Ulúa Rivers. Along these waterways knowledge, cultural
practices, and economic resources were exchanged; so too were alliances formed and
boundaries delimited. The Copán, Motagua, Chalelecon, Ulúa systems were further
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rooted in broader networks of interaction. This region is typically included within the
Southeast Maya Zone (Andrews 1977, 1976; Ashmore 1979, 1987; Bruhns 1980;
Michels 1979; Sanders and Michels 1969; Sharer 1978a, 1978b, 1980) or, is called
Southeast Mesoamerica (Schortman and Urban 1994; Urban and Schortman 1986)
within archaeological literature.
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Figure 2. The site of El Coyote and surrounding topography
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The zone referred to as Southeast Mesoamerica is located in the adjoining
portions of the modern countries of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. Research
in this zone has progressed rapidly since the mid-1980s and has focused primarily on
the effect of interaction with the Maya cultures located to the north in the lowlands of
the Petén and the highlands of Guatemala and northern El Salvador, to the west. The
southern boundary of this zone can however be drawn from the Lempa River in
central El Salvador northward to the Yojoa Lake from where it follows the Ulúa River
to the Gulf of Honduras (Sharer 1993). Nevertheless, the blurring of northern and
southern cultural traits makes this division tentative at best. Until quite recently,
research in the region has considered socio-political developments here as marginal to
those of the more complex Maya, because the communities in this region never
achieved a similar degree of political organization, scale of settlement and
monumental architecture, or richness of tombs and aesthetically appealing art styles.
Because of these differences and cultural distinctions, this region has been considered
peripheral to the Maya cultures and also to greater Mesoamerica.
Research in Southeastern Mesoamerica has been guided by two sequential
tenets. First, sites throughout the region were viewed as passive recipients of
economic resources and political knowledge from the greater Maya centers to the
northwest. This position was coincidental with various World Systems Theory models
used to account for the development and organization of the Mesoamerican social,
political, and economic landscape (Blanton and Feinman 1984; Kepecs and Kohl
2003). Second, largely as a response to the application of World Systems Theory in
general and core-periphery models specifically, communities along the so-called
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periphery, became seen as centers worthy of study in their own right (Marcus 1994).
Current research is focused upon the specific mechanisms by which foreign or exotic
elements enter the local communities, are manipulated by segments of society, and the
effects of this interaction (Helms 1988, 1992; Schortman and Nakamura 1991;
Schortman and Urban 1994; Wells 2003). Indeed, this dissertation and the body of
empirical evidence I draw upon, is situated within a discourse explicitly designed to
address the motivations of groups and individuals to engage in regional interaction and
the resultant effects of these decisions.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have attempted to place the site of El Coyote within its natural
and empirical context. The distribution of natural resources is remarkably even
throughout northwest Honduras and the population living within the Cacaulapa valley
would have engaged in subsistence practices that were well-known to their neighbors.
The steep topography of the valley would have limited arable land and, in turn,
imposed serious constraints on feeding a growing community and supporting densely
nucleated settlement. Although the founders of El Coyote preserved the maximum
amount of farmland through nucleated settlement, the environment was undoubtedly a
hindrance to continued growth. Participation within regional exchange networks and
the successful implementation of organizational strategies may be cited as the cause of
initial and ongoing viability in the valley.
The empirical context of Southeast Mesoamerica has most recently been
focused on the relationship among Maya and non-Maya peoples. Long-term regional
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studies have generated a robust data set, which can be used to inform the prehistory of
northwestern Honduras from the Preceramic period to Spanish contact. Of particular
concern here is the changing nature of power strategies in the last two millennia prior
to European contact. Two clearly defined strategies to power emerged during the late
Preclassic period. The first was economic in nature because elites sought to
consolidate power through the centralized control over labor. The second strategy
stressed the social and ideological connections to distant places. Both of these
strategies resulted in the unequal distribution of power and material wealth.
A pattern of power and wealth differences intensified into the late and
Terminal Classic periods. Settlement was organized into a three-tiered hierarchy and
there was a marked rise of political regionalization created by community leaders who
augmented their power strategies by participating in different interaction networks
(e.g., Schortman and Nakamura 1991). These power strategies changed dramatically
by the Early Postclassic. Political centralization and difference of wealth and power
diminished while connections to greater Mesoamerica rose. This cultural
transformation is attributed to local and interregional forces. The specific causes and
consequences of this change are the topics for later chapters in this dissertation.
Although population levels and political centralization would rise in the centuries
preceding the arrival of the Spanish, the Early Postclassic transformation to the form
of political authority and power would never again return to the individualized rule of
the Late Classic potentates.
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CHAPTER 4 – SITE LAYOUT AND EXCAVATION
The site of El Coyote is the result of construction efforts dating from the Late
Preclassic through the Early Postclassic (B.C. 200 – A.D. 1200). The monumental
core of the site first captured the attention of researchers in 1996. A formal project
was established in 1999 to conduct a survey of the lower Cacaulapa valley. The
survey revealed a dispersed settlement pattern with sites ranging from small artifact
scatters to complex architectural groups consisting of stone faced platforms arranged
around one or more patios. In this chapter I will present evidence related to the site
layout of El Coyote (Figure 3) and how it changed through time. Much of the chapter
is devoted to the Northeast Complex (Figure 4) and the results of excavation
undertaken in 2000 and 2002. But first, I will turn my attention to settlement patterns
in the lower Cacaulapa valley and the overall site layout of El Coyote.
Previous Work in the Cacaulapa Valley
The local population has long been aware of the monumental site, but reports
of looting brought El Coyote to the attention of Instituto Hondureño de Antropología e
Historia (IHAH) representatives in 1996. Patricia Urban and Edward Schortman
visited El Coyote during that year and agreed to shift their focus from the Naco to the
Cacaulapa valley. The Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa holds a permit from IHAH and
works in close cooperation with them to research and protect the cultural patrimony of
Honduras.
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The site of El Coyote has been the subject of ongoing archaeological
investigations since 1999 (Urban et al. 1999; Urban 2000, 2002). Research at the site
has been guided by a theoretical interest in the development of social inequality
arising from interregional interaction and control over the means of craft production
and commodity distribution. Interpretation to date has refined models of sociopolitical
development in the region and the ongoing project goals are very much in accord with
other research carried out in northwestern Honduras. The specific goals of the
Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa are to determine the underlying forces leading to the rise,
solidification and fragmentation of social hierarchies involving individuals, classes,
factions, and other social groups at El Coyote.
A preliminary field season was undertaken during the summer of 1999
consisting of a localized survey, site mapping, test excavations, and analysis of
artifacts recovered from these investigations (Urban et al. 1999). The foot survey of
the valley focused on the area immediately surrounding the monumental center.
Derived from settlement models developed in the Naco valley, dense residential
settlement was predicted. The settlement data did not, however, conform to earlier
models. As survey of the valley neared completion, El Coyote was identified as a
primate center, with more the twelve times the number of structures than the next
largest site. All told, 38 sites were located and mapped within the 5.75 km2 survey
area (Urban et al. 1999: Table 1).
A large part of the first season involved generation of the El Coyote structure
map (Figure 3). While project members were conducting a foot survey of the valley,
workmen from Petoa and Pueblo Nuevo cleared the site with machetes. Once
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exposed, the surface-visible architecture was mapped using a Total Station. It was
during this phase of the season that I first became involved with the project. Along
with Ellen Bell and Marcello Canuto, I helped establish a circuit of eight datum points
from which subsequent structure and topographic maps were based. The first structure
map was plotted during the following season. This map has undergone refinement in
subsequent years as new settlement has been exposed by the continued removal of
vegetation in previously unmapped areas. Although we have continued to adjust our
understanding of the organization of the site with new evidence, at this earliest stage
of investigation it was clear that El Coyote was the result of construction activity
dating from the Late Preclassic to Postclassic periods.
Founded on suspicions that the variation in structure form and organization
were based in chronological rather than functional differences (Urban et al. 1999: 27),
a program of test excavations was initiated. Over the course of two weeks, 12 surfacevisible structures were test pitted in conjunction with four probes to test for plaza
surfaces away from architecture. Structure testing was designed to collect midden
material in association with architecture and thus provide a relative chronological
framework from which to view the growth of the built environment. All told, 170 m2
were opened.
Excavation and subsequent analysis of excavated materials provided some,
albeit tentative, results. First, El Coyote was founded sometime during the Early
Classic period with continuous occupation up to and including the Early Postclassic
period. Second, discrete architectural arrangements (discussed more fully in the
following chapter) could be assigned to different cultural phases based on differences
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in architecture and material culture. Third, based on the size and extent of
constructions, El Coyote was likely a major political center during the Late Classic
and Early Postclassic periods. Finally, the identification of a powerful center in a
valley linking the middle-Chamelecon and Ulúa Rivers has dramatic implications for
the socio-political landscape of northwestern Honduras between A.D. 600 and A.D.
1000.
I began working at the site during the spring of 2000 and my dissertation
research was formulated within the research design of the Proyecto Valle de
Cacaulapa. My early motivation was to document one of the largest and bestpreserved Early Postclassic occupations in northwestern Honduras. I soon became
aware of the implications of my findings on the interpretation of precolumbian
sociopolitical development. Encouraged by Urban and Schortman, I began to
formulate what would become the research design of my dissertation. Through my
research I strive to reach two goals. This research is first and foremost driven by an
interest in power strategies and their implications for archaeological interpretation.
The Northeast Complex, therefore, serves as a laboratory in which to field test these
ideas of power in prehistory. My second goal springs from my initial motivation; to
document the form and function of Early Postclassic life centered at El Coyote.
Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa Methods and Procedures
The Northeast Complex excavation procedures generally conform to those of
the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa. The few points of discrepancy are minor and are
discussed below. Overall, there is a high level of comparability among all excavated
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contexts in the Northeast Complex and across El Coyote. This is due in large part to
the structure of the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa. My sampling strategy was designed
to capture sufficient data to identify correlates related to diverse political strategies.
The Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa has established protocols for identifying contexts,
excavation, artifact collection, the identification of architectural elements, and
documentation. I outline these procedures and methodologies in the following
sections.
Sampling Strategy
Nearly every excavated structure at the site of El Coyote contained trace
amounts of Early Postclassic chronological markers (Urban 2000, 2002). Residential
structures along the southern half of the site show deliberate and widespread
modification of Late Classic edifices during the ninth and tenth centuries. Postclassic
activity in the elite residential area and ceremonial Main Plaza ranges from continued
habitation to mining the structures for construction material to use of the abandoned
ceremonial spaces for interment of the dead. While these activities are clearly
associated with the Northeast Complex and offer insight into the form and function of
life in northwestern Honduras following the Late Classic, they are excluded from this
analysis. For the purpose of this dissertation I limited the sampling universe to the
Northeast Complex because it was an entirely new building endeavor dating to the
Early Postclassic.
Early Postclassic settlements in the Cacaulapa valley, outside of the northeast
Complex, followed two patterns: (1) small, independent farmsteads lacking
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monumental architecture and functional variation, or (2) modifications and additions
to extant Late Classic centers. The Northeast Complex does not follow either of these
two patterns. The complex is a completely new building endeavor based entirely on
Early Postclassic site-planning principles. Given its location north of the Main Plaza,
the expression of different architectural sensibilities, and its chronological placement,
the Northeast Complex is an analytical unit that would principally be meaningful for
those who constructed and inhabited it. Here, patterns of site form and structure
organization dating to this interval can be most clearly seen and related to power
contests and structures.
There are 131 surface-visible structures in the Northeast Complex. During the
2000 and 2002 seasons, 26 structures were excavated. The non-probabilistic sampling
strategy was designed to meet two goals. The first goal was to determine the
functional, chronological, and material variation among Northeast Complex structures.
Structures were selected based upon their surface-visible characteristics (size,
orientation, preservation, and relationship with surrounding buildings) as well as their
location within the complex. The second goal was to collect evidence related to the
formal organization of the built environment. Wherever possible, structures were
exposed through extensive areal excavation to determine the interior organization and
overall dimension of each building, features crucial to the reconstructing building
functions (Drennan 1976:73; Killion 1992; Robin 2003; Sheets 1992). The results of
these excavations are summarized below, and detailed descriptions are found in
Appendix I.
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Notational System
The Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa uses an Operation – Suboperation – Lot
notational system. This system serves two purposes. First, it organizes excavated and
unexcavated contexts into different scales of analysis. Based upon surface-visible
elements of the built environment, structures thought to be related are assigned a
single operation number. This numeric code refers to the most inclusive unit and
defines a broad scale of analysis. For example, small sites with less than 100
structures throughout the Cacaulapa valley are assigned a single operation number
while a discrete operation number distinguishes clusters of presumably related
structures within larger sites. The suboperation is an alphabetic code designating a
division within an operation. Typically, the suboperation refers to a specific
excavation context often corresponding to a specific excavation trench associated with
an architectural arrangement. Suboperations are assigned during excavations. The lot
is a numeric code designating the most basic unit for dividing excavated material.
Lots are located horizontally and vertically within Suboperations. Lots may refer to
prehistoric activity areas, such as surface-visible artifact scatters, or to a discrete locus
meaningful only to the excavator. The Operation – Sub-operation – Lot system,
therefore, creates a hierarchy of contexts based upon spatial scales of analysis.
The second purpose of the Operation – Suboperation – Lot system is to link
associated artifacts with each other and their context. Again, the system functions at
multiple scales of analysis. The operation, suboperation, and lot code is assigned to all
artifacts found in the same context. This alphanumeric code then follows the artifact
throughout processing, analysis, and storage. For example, the code 41H/002
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indicates that the object bearing this number was part of a collection of artifacts
recovered from a structure in Operation 41, in Sub-operation H, and Lot 2.

Basic Excavation Procedures
The Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa has developed general protocols that were
initiated under the Proyecto Valle de Naco and have been refined for the past several
years. In broad strokes, excavation procedures consist of digging an initial axial
trench, drawing the section, and then laterally clearing within and beyond the
structural limits until the building is exposed. A horizontal control is maintained
through a structure – specific 1.0 m2 grid system. Unless natural strata or architectural
breaks are identified, excavators use 10-cm arbitrary levels. Midden deposits and
material from floors and surfaces are screened through ¼” screens. Excavation crews
work in two-man teams and excavation supervisors are in charge of artifact collection
and documentation. Although each structure possesses features requiring a modified
excavation strategy, there is very little variation in the quality and consistency of data
collection.
Structural excavations begin with a one-meter wide axial trench. The trench is
aligned to intersect the structure at a 90º angle and is placed at the building’s
midpoint. The midpoint of the structure typically maintains the best architectural
preservation, although on occasion the axial trench was placed away from the
midpoint to avoid surface-visible disturbances. The axial trench is used to identify
architectural elements and establish basic stratigraphic relationships. Where possible,
axial trenches are extended to collect midden material. A 1.0 m2 probe at either end of
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the axial trench is carried to sterile soil. When the axial trench is complete, a section
drawing is done to document the stratigraphic relationships of architectural elements
and soil layers.
The basal dimensions and layout of the interior are then determined through
lateral excavations. The ephemeral nature of constructions in the Northeast Complex
requires excavators to work from the known architectural elements in the axial trench
towards unknown areas of the structure. Lateral excavations are divided into suboperations, each relating to a particular architectural element or structure locus. Earth
and fall are removed by natural and cultural strata, respectively. Given the small
structure sizes and shallow depth, Northeast Complex buildings were often completely
exposed by excavation. When this was not feasible, excavators collected enough data
to determine the basal dimensions and as much data pertaining to the interior
organization of the building as possible.
As the descriptions in Appendix I confirm, the identification of some Early
Postclassic architecture, especially that in the Northeast Complex, were problematic.
Initial attempts to identify architectural elements were confounded by the similar
appearance of in situ walls and fall. Previous attempts to distinguish between these
elements were hindered by the 1.0 m2 excavation units. While providing a high
degree of horizontal control, the units severely constrained the excavator’s ability to
identify architectural elements. In order to identify confidently that which had fallen
from that which had not, a new excavation strategy was devised early in the 2002 field
season. The new strategy entailed removing large segments of topsoil prior to the
removal of fall. By exposing large segments (two meters by five meters) of the
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structure it was possible to identify easily and remove architectural fall. Materials
were collected in their associated contexts and close horizontal control was maintained
at all times.

Laboratory Analysis
Excavations in the Northwest Complex during the 2000 and 2002 field seasons
produced a large number of artifacts. These cultural materials were analyzed
following Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa guidelines. Laboratory protocols are
organized into a four-part system: processing, cataloging and analysis, stabilization
and housing, and tabulation. Each step of the system is outlined in this section.
The final stage of laboratory analysis involves the tabulation of recovered
artifacts. Artifact counts, recorded on the back of lot cards, are entered into a Paradox
database maintained for the entire project. This database can then be used to generate
a wide range of tabulated data related to the distribution of artifact counts and classes
by provenience. In addition to the project database, I have generated tables for all
artifact classes. Metric data as well as the distribution of artifact classes and attributes
are presented in Appendix II. The behavioral significance of these distributions is the
subject of Chapter 6.

El Coyote Settlement and Site Layout
Survey
The results of localized survey during 1999 (Urban et al. 1999) and recent
testing of sites within the lower Cacaulapa valley (Edward Schortman, personal
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communication 2004) have revealed a three-tiered settlement hierarchy dispersed
along the Cacaulapa River. To date, roughly 40 sites have been recorded in the lower
valley and adjacent drainages. Sites range in size from small artifact scatters to
architectural aggregates of stone-faced platforms. At nearly twelve times the size of
the next largest site (of 22 structures), El Coyote dominates this hierarchy. By the
conclusion of the 1999 survey season, Urban et al. (1999) determined that most of
these sites were occupied during the Late Classic period. Population growth within
the narrow confines of the valley is coeval with constructions in the monumental core
of El Coyote ca. A.D. 600 (Urban et al. 1999). Recent testing supports these initial
impressions and extends the earliest occupation of some sites beyond the monumental
center to the Middle Preclassic Period. During its peak, the valley may have supported
between 750 and 1250 people, most concentrated at El Coyote (Wells 2003:85).

Settlement History
Radiocarbon and ceramic evidence indicates that El Coyote was a center for
social, ritual, and economic activity for well over a millennium (200 B.C. – A.D. 1200).
Much of my data from the Northeast Complex can be firmly dated to the end of this
sequence and speaks to cultural transformations focused at that area of the site. The
Northeast Complex was an entirely new building endeavor and, as such, can be
studied in its own right. Although these developments are contingent on events that
transpired during the preceding centuries, models of sociopolitical and economic
organization in the Early Postclassic do not necessarily project back to the founding of
the monumental center.
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There is some evidence to suggest a significant Late Preclassic Period
settlement within the lower Cacaulapa valley (Edward Schortman, personal
communication 2004). Preclassic vessel forms and other material evidence indicate a
modest community existed at the site of El Coyote. To date, no architecture has been
assigned to the Preclassic and, based on the distribution of Preclassic sherds, the
population was scattered across the terrace upon which the ruins of El Coyote now
rest. Although located in an important passage between the Chamelecon and Ulúa
drainages, it was not until the onset of the Late Classic Period (ca. A.D. 600) that El
Coyote exhibited population growth concurrent with the construction of monumental
architecture and presumed political centralization (Wells 2003).

Site Layout of El Coyote
The monumental core and contemporary residential zones of El Coyote (Figure
3) were constructed during the Late Classic Period (A.D. 600 – 800). The site
organization during this span reflects influence from lowland Maya site-planning
principles (Ashmore 1987b, 1991). In particular, the public space (Main Plaza) is
orthogonally organized and lies to the north of the elite residential area (South Plazas).
Passage between these areas is gained through a ballcourt opening near the southwest
corner of the Main Plaza. Several patio-focused architectural groups (presumably elite
and non-elite residential areas) lie to the south of the monumental core (Southwest
Residential Area and the Southeast Group). Areal excavations in these areas have
revealed significant ninth- and tenth-century alterations to the platforms in this
southern zone (Urban et al. 2000; Urban et al. 2002). The separation of Late Classic
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and Early Postclassic construction is clearly discernable to the north of the Main
Plaza. Here, a 220 – meter-long causeway begins at a formal stair at the northeast
corner of the Main Plaza and continues along a natural ridgeline to the north. Early
Postclassic structures were built atop this Late Classic construction, often
incorporating the cobble surface into the foundations of these simple domiciles. These
later structures are incorporated into the Early Postclassic period ceremonial and
residential precinct, called the Northeast Complex. The shift in architectural focus
from the monumental core to the Northeast Complex reflects a dramatic
transformation in the utilization of space, control over labor, power strategies, and
political organization.
The Main Plaza is the focus of Late Classic occupation at El Coyote and
throughout the lower Cacaulapa valley. The plaza measures 107 m (N-S) by 51 m (EW), and is delimited by 11 monumental edifices. The structures along the north, west,
and south margin are much lower and broader than they are tall, while those to the east
were raised in a pyramidal form, standing a minimum of five meters above the plaza
floor. Although site-planning principles based on eastern pyramidal or temple-like
structures have been noted elsewhere in Southeast Mesoamerica (Ashmore 1987b,
1991), there are additional factors to consider in the overall form and placement of the
Main Plaza monumental architecture. As viewed from the centrally located low
platform (Structure 125), the “plaza and its buildings can be seen to represent an
anthropogenic microcosm of the surrounding valley’s topography” (Wells 2003:75).
Wells continues his argument, that the elite constructed an expression of power, which
was symbolic of the natural landscape.
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Figure 3. Map of El Coyote identifying architectural complexes.
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Little is known about the construction techniques and specific architectural
elements of the buildings that ring the Main Plaza. Limited test excavations have
focused on the material residues associated with cultural activities conducted in and
around the Main Plaza, leaving the monumental structures for future investigations.
What is known, however, is derived from trenching excavations of eastern structures
(Wells 2003:207-271) and the areal excavation of a single western structure (Lauren
Schwartz , personal communication 2002). These investigations reveal that the Main
Plaza architecture likely consists of cobble and cutstone platforms supporting wattleand-daub superstructures. Further, the buildings adjacent to the plaza do not fall
within the pattern of residential structures. The overall interpretation of the Main Plaza
is of a ceremonial space accommodating elite administrative and ritual activities
(specifically, work-party feasts; Wells 2003) during the Late Classic to Terminal
Classic periods.
The South Plazas are an architectural zone consisting of 17 monumental
structures arranged around six contiguous plazas. Noteworthy among these structures
is the presence of parallel buildings (Structure 73 and Structure 82) that form a
ballcourt whose playing alley measures 25 m long and 5 m wide (Urban et al. 2000).
Action in the playing alley could be viewed from the summits of surrounding
architecture and from raised platforms at the north and south end of the space. To the
east of the ballcourt lie two plazas, of roughly equivalent size (20 m north to south, by
35 m east to west). The architecture surrounding these plazas is assumed to be elite
residences, although future excavations must confirm this assessment. The southern
limit of the South Plazas is constrained by a steep topographic decline, which forms a
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series of narrow, natural terraces leading down to the floodplain of the Cacaulapa
River. The terrace, upon which the South Plazas were built, curves off to the
southwest and is the principal factor in the layout of the non-elite residential area.
To the southwest of the monumental core of El Coyote (the Main Plaza and
South Plazas) there are at least 55 edifices; most of these structures are humble,
however a small number reach over five meters in height. All of these structures are
densely packed within an area measuring 110 m by 125 m, comparable in size to the
Main Plaza. The Southwest Residential Area is bounded to the north by the steep
slopes of the Cerro Macutalo and to the south by the Quebrada Seca drainage. This
residential zone was the focus of Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa investigations during
the 2000 field season when 22 structures were sampled, most through clearing
excavations. Investigations revealed that the initial construction activity in this area
may date as early as the Late Preclassic period, however the subsequent building
efforts during the Classic Period have obscured nearly all traces of this early
habitation. With the site growing quickly during the Late Classic, available space
between the foot of Cerro Macutalo and the edge of the terrace was at a premium.
Architectural additions and expansions were noted on all excavated structures. The
most notable shift in the use of space and construction technique occurs during the
ninth and tenth centuries when multi-roomed residences were filled in to form
platforms supporting single-room superstructures.
The Southeast Group is a discrete cluster of structures on a lower terrace south
of the South Plazas. This group, consisting of 15 structures, was intensively excavated
during the 2002 field season. As with other architectural complexes at El Coyote,
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construction efforts and cultural activity in and around the Southeast Group began
during the Late Classic and continued through the Early Postclassic. Although the
exact nature of the relationship between the occupants of this group and those living
above (in the South Plazas and Southwest Residential Area) remains speculative,
current interpretations suggest that the families living in the group were not without
some strong ties beyond the valley. The buildings in this group incorporated both
river-rounded cobbles and cut-stone blocks into their platforms, which were
significantly larger than those encountered in the non-elite residential areas. The
associated material remains reveal that the Southwest Group was not only a locus for
domestic activity but craft production refuse was recovered in abundance6. Recently
discovered evidence of a nearby copper-smelting site, 50 m to the south, may add yet
another element of production activity associated with the Southeast Group.
Together, the Main Plaza (and causeway), South Plazas, Southwest Residential
Area, and Southeast Group, represent the initial fluorescence of cultural development
in the lower Cacaulapa valley. Several points characterize the site layout of Late
Classic El Coyote. First, the monumental core of the site (Main Plaza and South
Plazas) is generally representative of templates identified throughout Southeastern
Mesoamerica (Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and Sabloff 2002): the ceremonial complex is
composed of an orthogonal plaza, the tallest buildings are found to the east, and the
north-south axis is clearly marked as is the division of ceremonial buildings to the
north and elite residential buildings to the south. Second, the control of movement
6

Over 318 Kg of lithic debitage, mostly bifacial thinning flakes reduced from chert, were recovered
from contexts in the Southeast Group. This debris was not in a primary context although, given the
quantity of material and difficulty of transporting the waste flakes; the production likely took place in
close proximity to the group.
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between these zones is restricted both architecturally and through the use of
topography. Not surprisingly, access to the Main Plaza and South Plazas is limited
and could have been easily closed. What is surprising is the degree of restricted
access to the residential areas. The placement and orientation of these structures
appear to intentionally create obstacles to movement while at the same time forming
any number of private spaces. Third, this pattern of small private spaces continues
within the residential structures. The interiors of the structures were frequently
subdivided into a number of ever-smaller rooms. Finally, many of these structures
were occupied into the Early Postclassic. Those that were abandoned are located in
the Main Plaza. Those that were not abandoned all exhibit drastic alterations in spatial
organization. Most notable among these alterations is the conversion of multi-room
residences into single-room summits. These four elements provide both points of
continuity and disjunction with the ninth- and tenth-century organization of El Coyote.
The Northeast Complex occupies a broad terrace and ridgeline to the north of
the Main Plaza (Figure 2). This position offers an advantageous view of the
Cacaulapa River, both to the north and south of the site. The western border of the
Northeast Complex is defined by a steep decline and a natural drainage running to the
La Coyota Creek. These topographic features serve to limit access to the Northeast
Complex and the causeway termini serve as points of ingress to the area.
The terrace upon which the Northeast Complex was constructed is exceptionally level
given the rugged topography of the valley. The elevation of the eastern edge of the
terrace is 5 m lower than the west edge; this is a slope of 1 meter of elevation for every
46 m of distance. Overall, the Northeast Complex measures 185 m north to south and
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230 m east to west, giving the complex a greater area than any of the discrete
architectural groups to the south.

Figure 4. Map of the Northeast Complex, El Coyote
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The Northeast Complex is made up of 131 surface-visible structures, none
rising more than two m above the ground surface and most with elevations of less than
half a meter. These low-lying structures were built along the edge of the terrace and
atop the western ridgeline, leaving considerable expanses of open space at the center
of the complex. The dominant architectural element, a 51-meter-long range structure
(Structure 220), was constructed in the center of the complex, thus dividing the open
space into three zones. To the west of Structure 220 lies the ninth- and tenth-century
ceremonial plaza, made up of a monument platform and ballcourt. To the north is an
open area. A non-aligned stratified sampling strategy of test units revealed that this
area was devoid of architectural elements. A residential area, made up of at least six
households and a private ritual building, occupies the area to the east of the range
structure.
The Northeast Complex is organized on a different set of site-planning
principles from those defining the Late Classic monumental core of El Coyote.
Paramount among the differences is the abandonment of closed orthogonal plazas to
structure space. Although patios and private spaces can be identified within
residential units, they are not aligned to the cardinal directions. Further, the
ceremonial plaza is not circumscribed by architecture, but, rather, is defined by the
activities conducted within a generally open area. Once inside the Northeast
Complex, movement is unrestricted except within household units. The abandonment
of these well-known Southeast Mesoamerican organizational principles gives the
distinct impression that the Northeast Complex built environment was designed to
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accommodate the population of the community without the use of imposing
architecture or secrecy, reinforced by closed spaces.
Although the organization of the constituent parts differs from that of the Late
Classic elements of El Coyote, many of the analogous functional units are present.
Ceremonial architecture, a ball court, plaza-like spaces for congregation, and largescale construction efforts are an integral element of the Northeast Complex. There are
clearly defined household units of variable sizes, representative of wealth differences
and perhaps of status as well. These wealth and status distinctions are far less defined
than those of earlier time periods.
Northeast Complex Excavation
Of the 131 surface-visible structures7 in the Northeast Complex, 26 were
excavated during the 2000 and 2002 field seasons. The research design called for a
robust sample of artifactual and architectural evidence, best collected through
intensive areal excavation. Coupled with this goal was a second objective to gather
information on chronological, material, and functional patterning across the Northeast
Complex. This second goal was best served through an extensive test-sampling
strategy of Northeast Complex structures and associated debris. Excavation revealed
that the Early Postclassic deposits were in exceptionally shallow contexts, rarely
deeper than one-quarter meter below the modern ground surface. Therefore, the
second goal was augmented to include more extensive coverage of specific structures.
7

It was a standard practice to identify all purposely-built features as a “structure” regardless of their
function. Therefore, terraces, anomalous features, the causeway, monument platforms, and lone wall,
were designated as structures.
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In total, 2,135 m2 were opened producing the data set for this research. Detailed
accounts of specific structures and excavated contexts are presented in Appendix I.
Based on the location, size, organization, and associated material remains, the
26 structures can be classified into three broad categories. The first category consists
of non-residential structures. These buildings served as the locale for ceremonial,
ritual, or administrative activities. Five of the excavated structures were designated as
non-residential: Structure 217, the Ballcourt (Structures 223 and 224), Structure 290,
Structure 220, and Structure 235. Of these structures, the Ballcourt, Structure 290,
and Structure 220 were selected for excavation because they were presumed to be nonresidential based on their placement and surface-visible characteristics. The remaining
structures were selected as part of on-going student-directed research in the Northeast
Complex. The second and third categories are residential buildings. The second
category consists of residential buildings without clear association with related
architecture. That is, these are single residential units, considered households in their
own right. Four sampled structures are discrete residential buildings: Structure 208,
Structure 213, Structure 218, and Structure 242. The third category is made up of
residential architectural groups, or multi-building households. Based on proximity,
orientation, and layout, I determined that these structures most likely functioned as
discrete domestic units. Category 3 structures include the Operation 29, Operation 31,
Operation 39, and Operation 41 architectural groups as well as Structure 212 and
282B.
While these categories are clearly defined, there was likely a degree of fluidity
between the activities carried out in any structure. Certainly, some domestic activities,
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such as food preparation, were performed in some of the non-residential structures,
just as ritual activities were among the daily practices in and around residential
buildings. I have organized these structures using this framework based on the
primary activities conducted within and around these edifices. In the following section
I present summary information related to the size, layout, and construction techniques
associated with each excavated structure.

Structure 217
Structure 217 is a small building located in the southeast area of the Northeast
Complex. Residential structures were constructed along the edge of the terrace, which
in this area projects out to a sharp corner overlooking the Cacaulapa River. The
buildings constructed along this edge form a horseshoe circumscribing Structure 217
on the north, east, and south. Structure 218, and the raised plaza upon which it was
built, overlook Structure 217 from the west. These residential constructions create an
irregularly shaped plaza measuring 55 m north to south by 45 m east to west.
Structure 217 was constructed just to the west of center within this plaza and serves as
the architectural focus of this semi-private area.
Unlike other construction efforts in the Northeast Complex, Structure 217 did
not conform to a rectilinear basal footprint for much if its occupation. During its
initial form, the basal dimensions of Structure 217 measured 5.2 m by 9.0 m (46.8 m2).
This form was altered significantly by the addition of a southern antechamber and
terrace. These subsequent construction efforts contributed an additional 25.1 m2 of
basal area. The final form of the structure does not lend itself to easy measurement;
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taking the maximal measurements of the building’s axes, the structure occupies 113.75
m2. A more conservative estimate of the basal footprint yields a mere 71.9 m2.
During the 2002 field season, excavators cleared 102.5 m2 in and around the structure,
however, due to time constraints, only 95 percent of the architecture was cleared prior
to the final day of excavation.
During its initial form, Structure 217 was a single room surface-level structure.
A large bench filled the western quarter of the room and two circular features were
placed within the remaining floor space. The bench, constructed of river cobbles,
measures 5.2 m in length and averages 3.5 m wide (18.2 m2). If the two circular
features did not hinder movement across the room, 20 m2 of floor space was available.
Including the surface of benches, shelves, and the floor, the total interior space of
Structure 217 was 40.4 m2. During this early construction phase there were no
exterior adornments, enhancements, or terraces.
The second major construction effort drastically altered the form of Structure
217, changing it into a multi-room structure with the addition of a southern
antechamber and entryway terrace. There is no evidence for permanent furniture in
the southern chamber and the interior floor space measured 20.7 m2. In addition to the
southern room, these construction efforts produced a nested level of access to the
north chamber, creating a restriction on movement within the structure. Further, the
new construction shifted the orientation of the building, as determined by the entrance,
from the south to the west. These changes may speak to an intensification of ritual
activities within the structure and a shift in the association among structures in the area
of the Northeast Complex.
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Neither the form nor material remains associated with Structure 217 are
representative of domestic activity. The building layout is suggestive of an extremely
private space where ritual activities could be conducted uninterrupted. Furthermore,
the overall construction technique was far below the standards set by other edifices in
the Northeast Complex. The exterior facings of walls and the bench were roughly
finished, the alignment of the poorly-faced walls was irregular, and the integration of
the various architectural elements was haphazard at best. The construction of
Structure 217 provides a poor impression, however this aesthetic is offset by the
richness of its material remains. In nearly every artifact class, Structure 217 yielded a
greater quantity and variety of finished goods than any other Northeast Complex
context.
Ballcourt
The Northeast Complex Ballcourt is made up of Structures 223 and 224. This
edifice is located on the northern edge of the ceremonial plaza, roughly 25 m to the
west of Structure 220. To the north and south the ballcourt is bordered by open space
in excess of 40 m to the nearest building. The topography rises slightly to the west, a
feature enhanced by the Late Classic Period construction of a 220-m long causeway,
upon which, Early Postclassic residences were built. Unlike its earlier counterpart, the
Northeast Complex Ballcourt does not appear to have functioned as a transition zone
between civic spaces and elite residential zones, nor is the ballcourt built into the
surrounding architecture.
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The total basal footprint of the ballcourt, including both structures and the
playing alley, is 415.4 m2. Structure 224, the larger of the two, occupies 197.7 m2
while Structure 223, a much simpler affair, occupies 71.4 m2. During the 2000 field
season, excavators cleared 211.5 m2 in and around the building exposing 45.7 percent
of the ballcourt architecture. Much of this investigation was focused on Structure 224
as it was larger and later revealed to house a wider array of activities than its eastern
analog.
Three construction episodes resulted in the ballcourt as it appears today.
Structure 223 was built during the initial episode and it would remain unchanged
throughout the use of the ballcourt. Evidence for the alteration of the playing alley,
sloping zone and backstop, was not revealed. The playing alley measured 6.0 m wide
and with the inclusion of the associated architecture the playing area could be
extended to 8.5 m across and 17.5 m long. The surface of the sloping zone and
backstop was formalized by the placement of broad sheets of micaceous schist. Once
constructed, these elements of the ballcourt remained unchanged until the
abandonment and collapse of the structures. Discussion of the alterations made to the
ballcourt therefore focus on the western half of Structure 224.
During its earliest incarnation, the western half of Structure 224 consisted of
two large rooms. Rather than being part of a platform, these two rooms were built on
the ground surface. The southern room measured 2.8 m east to west and 6.7 m north
to south, creating an area of 18.6 m2. At 4.8 m by 10.3 m, the northern room is
considerably larger than the southern room. The 48.7 m2 of this room are focused on a
specialized oven feature built against the southern wall. Whether by design or as a
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result of high heat associated with the oven, there is a dense deposit of burnt earth in
the immediate area of the oven. Together, these two rooms account for 67.3 m2.
The second construction episode affected only the northern room of the
ballcourt. Two benches, the only permanent furniture revealed by excavations, were
constructed during this episode. The benches were faced with river-rounded cobbles
and backed by earthen-fill. Each bench measured roughly 6 m in length and 3 m wide,
reducing the available floor space in the northern room to 12.7 m2. The addition of
these benches significantly altered the layout of the room,althoughperhaps not its
function. I interpret the presence of benches and a specialized oven feature in close
association with a ballcourt as a sweatbath (e.g., Houston 1996; Satterthwaite 1952).
The addition of these benches merely formalized the space in which these activities
were conducted.
The final construction phase sealed off these two rooms, thus signaling an end
to the activities related to the sweatbath. The ballcourt was otherwise left intact. In its
final form, the western structure of the ballcourt consisted of a broad platform whose
surface measures 16.9 m by 8.0 m, and the functional playing surfaces related to the
ballgame. The summit of the platform was poorly preserved and only ephemeral
evidence for superstructural architecture was identified.
Occupying a prominent position in the Northeast Complex, the ballcourt likely
served as the focal point for community-wide events. The open spaces surrounding
the court would have offered ample opportunity to view the events of the game. The
architecture served the needs of the spectators and the participants alike. The
sweatbath, present from the initial construction episode, became increasingly
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formalized and then ultimately was sealed by later building endeavors. Whether the
transformation signaled a subtle shift in the way participants viewed the rituals
associated with the ballgame or a decline in the role of the ballgame across the
community is unclear. What is clear, however, is the importance the ballcourt played
in the organization and founding of the Northeast Complex during the late ninth
century.
Structure 290
Structure 290 is a monument platform in the ceremonial plaza of the Northeast
Complex. Given its slight elevation, the edifice had been overlooked until late in the
2002 field season. The platform is closely related to Structure 220 and was aligned
with the west stair and cobble projections of that range structure. Along with
Structure 220 and the ballcourt, Structure 290 serves as a central feature in the
ceremonial plaza.
The monument platform was a simple affair constructed of cutstones, cobbles,
and fragments of columnar basalt. The platform stood 0.2 m tall, measured 2.5 m east
to west, and 3.1 m north to south, occupying 7.9 m2 of space. Clearing excavations
opened 21.0 m2 in and around the structure entirely exposing the platform. Structure
290 was raised in a single construction episode and it remained essentially unchanged
until the Northeast Complex was abandoned.
Excavators noted the presence of three fragments of columnar basalt, which
may have originally stood upright atop the platform. Distinct voids in the stone
surface of the platform were noted near the base of the fallen fragments. A fourth void
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near the center of the platform hints at an additional monument that was removed or
decayed. As with the form of the missing monument, the activities conducted in
association with Structure 290 remain obscured by time.
Structure 220
Structure 220 is a monumental range structure located in the center of the
Northeast Complex. Mapping of the built environment revealed that Structure 220
divided the ninth- and tenth-century complex into an, eastern private residential area
and a western public ceremonial area. The western wall of the structure is faces the
ceremonial plaza and is closely associated with the ballcourt and monument platform
described above. To the north of Structure 220 lies the largest area of unused space in
the Northeast Complex and a series of terraces and surface-level constructions restrict
a southern passage between the range structure and the edge of the natural terrace.
Given its size, orientation, and association with surrounding architecture, Structure
220 appears to have been the focus of much activity in the Northeast Complex.
The total basal footprint of the structure measured 50.7 m to the north and
south and 15.7 m to the east and west, thus occupying an area of 796 m2. Excavations
reveled the platform to average 1.2 m tall giving the core of the Structure 220 a
volume of 955.2 m3. During the 2002 field season, excavators cleared 467 m2 in and
around the building, or roughly 60 percent of the structure. The remaining evidence
for earlier buildings is the basal elements of these structures, which were razed to
build the monumental range structure. Structure 220 was constructed by a single
effort with only minor alterations to its summit architecture later in its history.
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Structure 220 was built as a range structure with a large western room, the
floor of which was surfaced with a bright yellow-clay plaster. Although the surface of
this room was not entirely excavated, test probes reveal that the room potentially
measured 46.6 m long and 5.4 m wide (251.6 m2). This western room opened onto the
ceremonial plaza via a 6.6-meter-wide stair. The stair was constructed of L-shaped
cutstone blocks and created a formal entry to the summit. The eastern half of the
summit was dominated by a cobble architectural element. Poorly-preserved and only
partially exposed, this element rises 0.05 m above the surface of the summit room
floor and may have served as a low-lying bench, or as the prepared surface of rooms
along the eastern summit wall. This architectural element measures 5.1 m in width and
runs the eastern length of the summit. Interpretation of the cobble construction as a
bench would add an additional 237.7 m2 to the summit (increasing the total area atop
the basal platform to 489.3 m2). The exterior of the Structure 220 was relatively
unadorned. A terrace fronted the southern and eastern walls of the platform. The
latter of these terraces was interrupted by two cobble projections extending from the
mid-point of the structure. Later additions to the summit limited passage between the
cobble projections along the eastern margin of Structure 220. The northern wall of this
building was simply built and unadorned. Construction efforts raising this building
represent a massive investment of labor and resources likely incorporating the
majority of the community.
Throughout its occupation, Structure 220 served as a defining feature of the
Northeast Complex built environment. The close association with the ceremonial
plaza – indeed it defines the eastern margin of this space – and broad western room
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calls attention to the public nature of those activities conducted in and around the
edifice. The wide range of artifact classes recovered from Structure 220 contexts was
far less surprising than the low density of cultural materials. Apparently swept clean,
Structure 220 had no large associated midden deposits. Overall, the quantity and
quality of materials considered in conjunction with the spatial organization of this
edifice speak to the civic – administrative functions of the building.
Structure 235
Structure 235 is a range structure along the north edge of the Northeast
Complex that forms the northern boundary of the ceremonial plaza. Ephemeral,
surface-visible architecture has been identified to the east and west of the structure,
but the view to the Ballcourt, 42 m south, is unobstructed from Structure 235. To the
north of the structure, the topography drops away precipitously to a broad floodplain
cut but the La Coyota Creek. Several terraces were noted on the slope between the
plateau and the floodplain, perhaps serving structural or defensive purposes. Although
noted on the site map, these architectural elements were not investigated. Due to
erosion, these terraces and the north side of Structure 235 are poorly preserved.
Though there is some evidence of later maintenance to the basal walls of
Structure 235, it remained largely unchanged since its initial construction. The basal
dimensions of the edifice measured 28.0 m east to west and 4.9 m north to south,
occupying 137.2 m2 of the northern edge of the natural terrace. During the 2002 field
season excavators cleared 66.0 m2 of the structure and its immediate area, revealing 48
percent of the structure.
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The interior of this surface-level edifice was largely undivided with the
exception of a small chamber in the extreme east end of the building. The large
western room measured 21.8 m long and roughly 4.0 m wide (87.0 m2). This
enclosure contained a bench in the west end of the room. This architectural element
measured 4.9 m long, 1.5 metes wide (7.4 m2), and stood less than 0.3 m above the
earthen surface of the floor. A second bench was centrally located against the interior
of the northern wall. Individuals sitting on this bench, which offered slightly more
area (9.1 m2), would have been afforded an excellent view of events in and around the
Ballcourt. The smaller chamber to the east measured 4.0 m by 3.8 m (15.2 m2) and
lacked permanent furniture.
The interior organization of Structure 235 does not fit within the range of
variation for residential buildings in the Northeast Complex. The artifact assemblage
further supports a non-residential function because overall density is low and entire
classes of cultural materials (specifically, worked sherds, groundstone tools, figurines,
and incensarios) are present only in trace amounts, or absent all together. Neither do
the organization and assemblage from this structure correspond to a ritual space
(exemplified by Structure 217 and Structure 224). This structure borders on the
Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza and lacks physical evidence for limited or
restricted access. Structure 235 most closely approximates Structure 220 in form,
although not scale, suggesting that analogous public or administrative activities may
have been carried out at these two structures.
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Structure 208
The second-largest structure in the Northeast Complex, Structure 208 was
selected to provide a sample of elite residential contexts. The size and complex
construction history proved challenging and the excavation strategy was truncated to
accommodate time constraints. The southern facing of the structure overlooks a
moderate decline to the western bank of the Cacaulapa River. From this vantage point
one may observe activity within the floodplain (which is constrained to the east by the
river and steep ascent to the Main Plaza on the west) and up river for nearly a
kilometer. Architectural associations of Structure 208 are less easily defined. Unlike
surrounding architecture, Structure 208 lacks ancillary buildings with which it may
have formed a functional household group. The building is a discrete unit and it
serves as a southern boundary to activities conducted around Structure 217 located 15
m to the north.
The architectural history of Structure 208 is complex and includes elements
dating to the Late Classic Period. Eight construction efforts are attributed to this
building and in its final phase the basal footprint measured 11.0 m north to south and
25.5 m east to west, occupying some 280.5 m2 of the terrain overlooking the
Cacaulapa River. During the 2002 field season excavators cleared 61.0 m2 of the
structure and its immediate area, revealing 22 percent of the architecture.
During its history, Structure 208 underwent a minimum of three major
transformations. Excavations of the earliest context revealed two platforms faced with
masonry blocks. These platforms were constructed using techniques and materials
generally attributed to Late Classic masons. Although the features were not entirely
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exposed, excavations revealed these to be moderately tall platforms standing 0.4 m
and 0.9 m tall. Although architectural elements of these platforms were aligned 22º
west of north, the direction they faced is unknown.
The second major transformation is represented by the joining of the two early
platforms to form a single larger platform. Construction materials and technique
reflects a Late Classic sensibility, although there is evidence to suggest that cutstone
was pulled from elsewhere to form this large platform and its superstructure.
Excavations revealed a minimum basal footprint of 5.5 m north to south and 13.8 m
east to west for this version of the edifice. The prominent architectural elements
continued to hold true to a 22º west of north alignment. The direction Structure 208
faced during this time is also unknown.
The final transformation of Structure 208 occurred during the ninth and tenth
century. Crudely stacked cobbles replaced cutstone walls and the building grew
horizontally rather than vertically. During its last incarnation, Structure 208 extended
11.0 m north to south and 25.5 m east to west. The basal platform supported a
superstructure known through the exposed cobble construction elements along the
south and east walls. Excavations did not reveal permanent furniture or interior walls
associated with the superstructure and it is assumed to have consisted of a single large
room. At the time of its abandonment, Structure 208 was an integral facet of the built
environment in the southeast area of the Northeast Complex.
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Structure 213
Structure 213 is a surface-level residence along the east side of the Northeast
Complex. The construction is one of thirteen surface-visible structures in the
southeast regional of the complex. Although Structure 213 was constructed in close
proximity to surrounding architecture, it does not appear to be associated with these
buildings as a component of a residential group. The closest building, Structure 212
lies 4.0 m to the southeast. Aligned 66º west of north, this building runs parallel with
the edge of the steep decline to the Cacaulapa River. The immediate area is flat and
grades slightly to the terrace edge. Despite considerable investment of time and
resources augmenting the north side of the building, Structure 213 faced away from
the river to look south towards Structure 217.
Structure 213 was raised in a single construction effort, however numerous
episodes of collapse and reconstruction were identified. The basal footprint of
Structure 213 measured 13.5 m by 7.5 m, occupying an area of 101.3 m2. During the
2002 field season, excavators cleared 139 m2 in and around the building exposing the
architecture in its entirety. During its early occupation, the structure consisted of a
single room measuring 12.2 m by 4.5 m or roughly 54.9 m2 of interior space.
Subsequent construction activity would divide the interior into two earthen-floored
rooms. The smaller room provided an area of 9.2 m2, while the larger provided 40.5
m2. There was no evidence for permanent furniture of any kind in either room.
Without the presence of benches, the building’s function remains somewhat
ambiguous, although the associated material assemblages suggests that Structure 213
was a locus for domestic, ritual, and storage activities.
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Structure 218
Structure 218 is a well-constructed residence sharing a raised patio with
Structure 220. The architectural connections between these two buildings prompted
excavation of Structure 218 and it is thought that activities conducted within each
space were closely associated. Although excavations revealed Structure 218 to be a
residence for rather wealthy people, a functional connection with the range structure
was never identified. Indeed, activities in and around Structure 218 were far more
closely aligned with the residences surrounding the Structure 217 plaza, the western
edge of which it demarcates.
At least three major construction efforts contributed to the final form of
Structure 218. The initial effort raised the platform and provided the basic dimensions
that the structure would maintain throughout the majority of its occupation. The basal
footprint of Structure 218 measured 11.3 m north to south and 7 m east to west,
occupying an area of 56.6 m2. During the 2002 field excavators exposed 113 m2 in
and around the structure, thus revealing the associated architecture in its entirety.
Structure 218 underwent three construction episodes. The earliest construction
effort defined the major architectural elements of the structure throughout its
occupation. During this phase the structure consisted of a 0.3-meter-high platform
supporting a superstructure demarcating a single large room. Benches along the north,
west, and east walls bounded this room. The floor surface demarcated by these
benches measured 7.8 by 2.5 m (19.4 m2). If the benches were considered as
functional space, the interior space of this structure would double (40.0 m2). Either of
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these measurements would place this as one of the larger residential rooms in the
Northeast Complex.
The second construction episode augmented the interior of the structure with
the addition of two short walls that divided the single room into two rooms set in a
north-south line. The floor space of the north and south rooms measured 7.5 m2 and
5.5 m2, respectively. Again, by including the surface of the benches as usable space
the activity area with these rooms would increase dramatically. Nevertheless, these
smaller rooms are far more representative of the average room sizes in the Northeast
Complex.
The most recent construction episode formalized the outdoor activity areas
surrounding the south and east sides of the structure. During this phase, southern
access to the plaza shared by Structure 218 and Structure 220 was blocked by the
addition of a formal terrace running to the south. Overall, these three construction
efforts demonstrate a trajectory towards increasingly formalized divisions of space in
and around the structure.
Structure 242
Evidence suggests that Structure 242 was a moderately-sized residence located
in the southwest corner of the Northeast Complex. This surface-visible building lies
along the southern edge of the Early Postclassic ceremonial plaza and east of the
Operation 29 architectural group. Although the footprint and material assemblage
suggest a firm Early Postclassic designation, its location along the fringe of the
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Northeast complex and single radiocarbon date suggest that the earliest activities
associated with Structure 242 may date to the Late or Terminal Classic Periods.
The final form of Structure 242 is the result of two construction episodes. The
maximum basal footprint of the edifice (during its last phase) measures 6.0 m by 6.0
m, covering an area of 36 m2. Excavators during the 2002 field season cleared 91.0 m2
in and around the structure exposing the building in its entirety.
As it was initially constructed, Structure 242 was a small platform measuring
5.0 m by 3.8 m and occupying an area of 19.0 m2. There is no evidence for permanent
furniture or interior division of the summit. The second and final construction episode
marks a significant expansion of the basal platform. If an estimate that the wattle and
daub walls would have taken up 0.3 m per wall of the summit is correct, the interior
room provided an area of 30.3 m2. During, or following, this expansion a special
deposit of exotic artifacts was interred in the southern area of the structure. The
presence of these items is suggestive of non-residential activities associated with the
building. Unfortunately, without more detailed information regarding the organization
of the summit or presence of permanent furniture, the overall function of Structure 242
remains unclear.
Structures 212 and 282B
The surface-visible architecture in the Northeast Complex is densely
concentrated along a southeastern projection of the natural terrace overlooking the
Cacaulapa River. Many of the structures in this area are clearly associated and
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constitute functional household groups. Structure 212 and Structure 282 constitute
one such functional unit.
The location and alignment of Structure 212 and Structure 282B were
impacted by the surrounding architecture and topography. The nearest household
group, consisting of Structure 209, Structure 210, and Structure 211, is directly to the
south. The presence of a clearly defined wall, however, separates activities in and
around Structure 212 from those in the southern group. Structure 212 is more closely
associated with Structure 282B, just 4.4 m to the northeast, and, to a lesser extent,
Structure 213, 4.0 m to the northwest. Structure 212 is oriented to the west by
southwest and, in this direction, Structure 217 lies 20 m away. The relationship of
these structures is not entirely clear. A small, 9.0 m by 7.0 m patio is formed by
Structure 282B, Structure 212, Structure 211, and the edge of the terrace.
Structure 212 was raised in a single construction effort, although a subsequent
effort created two large benches along the southeast and northeast walls of the single
room. The basal dimensions of the structure measures 12.3 m by 6.5 m, occupying an
area of 80 m2. During the 2002 field season, excavators cleared 126 m2 in and around
the structure. While the exterior of the structure was completely exposed, roughly 15
percent of the interior was left unexcavated.
The initial construction effort created a simple one-room building built directly
on the ground surface. The single earthen-floored room would have provided 63 m2 of
interior space. Subsequent construction activity enhanced the interior of the structure
with an L-shaped bench along the northeast and southeast walls of the single room.
During the remainder of its occupation, the room measured 9.6 m by 3.8 m for an area
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of 36.5 m2. The open layout of the structure and presence of the L-shaped bench
suggests that Structure 212 could accommodate meetings of fairly large groups. The
associated material however, suggests that the building was a locus of domestic
activity.
Structure 282B is a cobble platform along the east margin of the Northeast
Complex. Excavators cleared 23 m2 in and around the building, thus exposing the
platform in its entirety. Due to poor preservation the exact dimensions of the platform
are difficult to determine. The maximum extent of the architecture related to the
structure measure 2.7 m northwest by southeast and 3.5 m northeast by southwest.
Taking a more conservative stance, I believe the Structure 282B consisted of two
conjoined platforms of unequal size and the maximum basal dimensions are reduced
from 9.5 m2 to 5.6 m2. The larger platform measures 2.3 m by 1.6 m while the smaller
is a mere 1.1 m by 1.7 m. Excavations also revealed a possible terrace extending from
the northeast corner of the structure. This poorly-preserved construction extends little
more than two meters and follows the natural contours of the terrace. Although
Structure 282B offers little in the way of interior space, it was a clearly-defined
functional element in the outdoor private space demarcated by Structure 211 and
Structure 212.
Operation 29 Household Group
The Operation 29 household group is located in the southwest quadrant of the
Northeast Complex. The structures making up this compound lie near the southern
end of a narrow ridge that demarcates the western margin of the Northeast Complex.
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The ridge was enhanced by the Late Classic construction of a 220 meter-long
causeway. The causeway fell into disuse by the ninth and tenth centuries and the area
became the site of residential settlement. Structures along the southern margin of the
Northeast Complex, particularly those built in close proximity to the causeway, were
raised during the Late Classic and transformed during subsequent periods. The
placement, construction technique, and occupation of structures along the southern
and western margins of the Northeast Complex are of particular interest because they
straddle the ninth- and tenth-century transformations of El Coyote. These structures
represent the earliest antecedents of building endeavors in the Northeast Complex and
they continued to be used well into the final phase of occupation.
The Operation 29 architectural group consists of six well-defined structures
surrounded by several ephemeral terraces and surface-level constructions. The
structures are focused around two patios, thus delimiting two functionally distinction
groups of unequal size. The larger group consists of Structure 156, Structure 155, and
(the unexcavated) Structure 157. This aggregate is adjacent to the east facing of the
Late Classic causeway and elements of the causeway were incorporated into Structure
156 and Structure 157. The smaller group lies to the west and consists of Structure
163, Structure 161, and Structure 165. These structures were built directly atop the
causeway surface, which was used as a patio. Given their close proximity, these two
architectural groups are most likely material correlates of a tightly-knit social unit, an
extended kin group perhaps. I turn first to the smaller of these two architectural
compounds.
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Structure 163. Structure 163 is a small building forming the northwest corner
of a private patio. The edifice was built during a single construction effort but
elements of earlier building endeavors were incorporated into the foundation.
Excavations revealed two of the four basal walls and, by extrapolation, Structure 163
measured 4.5 m by 6.4 m, thus occupying an area of 28.8 m2. Excavators during the
2000 field season opened 17 m2 in and around the structure exposing roughly 60
percent of the architecture. These investigations did not, however, expose evidence of
summit spatial divisions or permanent furniture. Estimation of the interior room was
made from exposed and preserved architectural elements. This room likely measured
3.8 m by 6.0 m (22.8 m2). Structure 163 was a simply-built structure with a low-lying
basal platform, used in domestic activities in and around the small architectural group.
Structure 161. The southwestern-most building in the Operation 29 small
household group is Structure 161. The structure was built in a single effort although
elements of an earlier construction unit are closely associated with the building. An
absence of stones along the north wall of Structure 163 is suggestive of a north
entrance, however, the direction this structure faced cannot be conclusively
determined. Excavations revealed two of the four foundation walls and, by
extrapolation, Structure 161 measured 2.6 m by 4.2 m, or 10.9 m2. Excavators during
the 2000 field season opened 26 m2 in and around the structure exposing nearly 50
percent of the architecture. Investigations did not expose evidence of internal spatial
divisions or permanent furniture. Based on exposed architectural elements the interior
dimensions of the room were 1.8 m by 2.0 m (3.6 m2). Structure 161 was a simple
surface-level building used for domestic chores in and around this small household.
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Structure 165. Structure 165 is a moderately-sized building on the eastern edge
of the small household. The structure was built during a single effort and, as with the
other buildings in this group, there is evidence for earlier cultural activity. The basal
footprint of this structure measures 3.8 m by 4.7 m covering and area of nearly 17.9
m2. A small terrace along the west wall of the platform contributes an addition 0.6 m2
of formal activity area. During the 2002 field season, excavators cleared 31.0 m2 in
and around the structure, exposing the edifice in its entirety. An L-shaped bench
along the north wall and part of the east wall dominates the single room of the
structure, leaving a minimum of 6.2 m2 of floor space. The bench was shallow, little
more than one-meter wide, and built low to the ground (0.3 m tall). Although small,
the west terrace is the only evidence for the exterior addition or adornment to any of
the edifices in this small architectural group. Structure 165 was a simple structure
with a low basal platform (0.2 m tall) related to domestic activities in and around the
Structure 161, Structure 163, and Structure 165 architectural group.
Structure 155. The largest building in the larger of the two household groups is
Structure 155. Structure 156 spans a distance of 8.0 m from the base of the causeway
to the west facing of Structure 155. Structure 155 may have been a discrete structure
for much of its occupation, only to be joined with Structure 156 later in the
construction sequence of each building. The topography of the area is level, although
the group was built on a narrow ridge overlooking the Northeast Complex to the east.
A natural drainage to the La Coyota Creek was the view to the west. As with all the
Operation 29 structures, the Late Classic causeway was the determining factor in
locating and orienting Structure 155. This large architectural group is circumscribed
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to the west by the eastern edge of the causeway. The causeway stands 2.0 m tall and
would have formed the third wall to a relatively private patio.
Structure 155 is the result of three construction episodes. An early
construction effort is known through the identification of architectural fall exposed
below the base of a later terrace. The remains of this collapsed structure form the core
of the Structure 155 basal platform. The consolidation of the early structure is
contemporary with renovations throughout Operation 29. The final basal platform
measures 10.0 m east to west and 27.5 m north to south. This broad platform occupied
270 m2 of terrain within the group. Due to the size of the building, investigations were
truncated to reveal segments of permanent furniture or internal divisions of the
summit, in addition to the collection of a sample of artifactual evidence from interior
and exterior contexts. Excavators cleared 66.0 m2 or a quarter of the structure and its
immediate surroundings. At least five walls or benches divided the summit of
Structure 155 – 1st. The number of rooms and their sizes could not be determined
from available evidence. Three terraces along the west, south, and east of the basal
platform were identified and, in conjunction with two architectural projections along
the south wall, constitute the only known external additions to the structure. Structure
155 is a complicated amalgam of multi-phase construction efforts resulting in the
largest edifice in Operation 29 and is seemingly related to domestic activity in and
around the group.
Structure 156. Structure 156 is a complex building forming the northern
boundary of the Operation 29 group patio. The surface-level edifice is the result of
five construction efforts in addition to the foundation of the Late Classic causeway.
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Initial construction associated with Structure 156 resulted in two surface-level
buildings, which were later incorporated into a single building with a basal footprint
measuring 9.0 m by 9.0 m (81 m2). No interior divisions or permanent architecture are
attributable to this construction episode. In subsequent efforts, the basal footprint of
Structure 156 was expanded to 90 m2 with the addition of a southern terrace. The
interior was modified with the addition of a large (6.0 m2) bench. Despite significant
disturbance along the east margin of the building, estimation of the minimal interior
space allows for a single room measuring 5.5 m by 4.9 m, or roughly 27 m2. During
the 2002 field season, excavators cleared 85 m2, which revealed 94 percent of the
structure. In its final form, Structure 156 was a medium-sized building and is the locus
for domestic activity in and around the household group.

Operation 31 Household Group
The Operation 31 household group is one of several architectural
concentrations along a narrow ridge demarcating the west end of the Northeast
Complex. Structures 173, 174, and 175, the architectural components of this
household group, were constructed 50 m south of the northern termination of the Late
Classic causeway. Were it not for the recent growth of scrub oak, the domestic group
would offer an excellent view of the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza, 75 m to the
east.
The largest of these buildings, Structure 173, forms the southern border of the
patio. The smaller Structures 174 and 175 lie to the northwest and northeast of the
shared patio, respectively. Several ephemeral constructions were noted during site
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mapping but their chronological and functional relationships to the architectural group
are unclear. Based upon their size and the clarity of surface-visible architectural
elements, Structures 173 and 174 were selected for excavation.
Structure 173. Structure 173 consisted of 0.4 m-tall basal platform measuring
12.7 m by 7.2 m (91.4 m2) and a superstructure of the same dimensions. During the
2002 field season, excavators cleared 41.5 m2 in and around the structure, thus
exposing 45 percent of the architecture. A partially exposed bench is the only
evidence of internal division or permanent furniture associated with the structure. This
bench measures 2.6 m wide and 5.4 m long, and occupies 14 m2 of the interior room.
The articulation of the bench to the exterior walls of Structure 173 does not
correspond to our current understanding of interior space and permanent furniture in
the Northeast Complex. Typically, benches were built against the exterior walls and,
in many cases, the benches and walls were integrated as a single construction unit.
The Structure 173 bench diverges from this model by its placement near the center of
the summit. Areal excavations were limited, thus precluding determination of how the
interior of the structure was divided. Including the bench and uninterrupted floor
space, the single interior room encompasses 69.6 m2. In general, Structure 173 is a
simple structure without terraces or exterior embellishment. The artifact assemblage,
as well as the architectural associations, suggests that domestic functions were
conducted within this structure.
Structure 174. Structure 174 is a surface-level structure raised in a single
construction phase. Probing excavations revealed two of the four basal walls and, by
extrapolation, the structure measures 5.2 m by 5.0 m (26.0 m2). Excavators cleared
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13.0 m2, or roughly half of the structure and its immediate area. Investigations did not
expose evidence for internal divisions or permanent furniture. The interior space is
estimated to measure 4.0 m by 3.6 m (14.4 m2). As with its analog to the south,
Structure 174 is a simple structure, related to domestic activity in and around the
Operation 31 household group.
Operation 39 Household Group
A broad plaza devoid of architecture distinguishes the northern area of the
Northeast Complex. The Operation 39 household group borders this plaza and is
bounded on the east by a steep decline to the Cacaulapa River. Unlike structures in
the southeast quadrant of the Northeast Complex (i.e. Structures 217, 218, and the
Operation 41 group), access to this group was open and unrestricted. The orientation
of these three structures creates at least two discrete spaces. The first is a northern
patio area formed by Structures 221 and 222. Primary entry to these structures is
gained from the north patio. The second shared space is to the south. The south patio
is shared by all three structures. Structure 282 is an ancillary building and forms the
southern boundary of this shared space. The orientation of these three surface-level
structures suggests that they served as a discrete functional unit.
Structure 221. Structure 221 was the northernmost building in the household
and the majority of the structure was built during a single construction effort on the
natural ground surface. In its final form, the dimensions of Structure 221 were 7.5 m
east to west by 4.5 m north to south for an area of 33.75 m2. Excavators cleared 41.0
m2 or 100 percent of the structure and its immediate area. A second construction
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effort resulted in the addition of a terrace or porch and interior structure supports. In
its final form, Structure 221 consisted of two spaces: a single room and a broad
exterior terrace. The room measured 4.5 m by 3.0 m and provided 13.5m2 of space.
The terrace added 4.5m2 of formal activity area. Based on the artifact assemblage and
architectural layout, Structure 221 is related to domestic activities. The simple
construction and lack of overall remodeling is suggestive of a brief period of
occupation.
Structure 222. Structure 222, the central building in the household, was raised
in a single construction effort although there is some evidence of some minor
renovations made during its use-life. The dimensions of Structure 222 were 4.5 m east
to west by 5.8 m north to south for an area of 26.1 m2. Excavators cleared 34.0 m2 or
100 percent of the structure and its immediate area. The earthen-floored interior of
Structure 222 was divided into three rooms, the largest of which measured 3.0 m by
2.0 m and occupies the northern half of the interior. To the south, the two smaller
rooms, 1.0-m by 2.0 m apiece, contributed to the 10 m2 of interior space. One special
feature of particular note was the discovery of two complete or virtually complete
vessels and a single incesario on the floor of the small, southwest room. The presence
of these vessels and other associated materials suggest that Structure 222 served both
domestic and storage functions.
Structure 282. Structure 282 was an ancillary building on the southern margin
of the group. The structure was built during a single construction effort on the natural
ground surface. The structure measured 2.5 m by 3.8 m and occupied 9.5 m2 of space.
Excavators cleared 22.0 m2 or 100 percent of the structure and its immediate area. The
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overall construction of this structure required a minimal investment of labor and
resources. There is no evidence of renovations, permanent furniture, or interior
divisions of this building. Taking into account the width of the basal walls, the
earthen-floored interior space measured 2.25 m by 3.3 m (7.4 m2). There is no
indication that this structure served as a residence and the artifact collection is
suggestive of a structure dedicated to a specialized activity, such as a kitchen or craftproduction area. Given its size and relationship with Structure 221 and Structure 222,
Structure 282 was a late addition to the group and was likely abandoned at the same
time as the neighboring buildings.

Operation 41 Household Group
Structures 209, 210, and 211 form a household in the extreme southeast corner
of the Northeast Complex. These structures are bounded to the east and south by a
steep precipice overlooking the Cacaulapa River. The three structures, although
clearly defined, are much smaller than surrounding buildings. A wall restricting
access to these three structures from the Northeast Complex further separates them
from the surrounding community. Bounded as it was to the south and east by a steep
topographic decline, this group enjoyed considerable privacy without the wall. The
construction of the wall reinforces an apparent emic distinction between these
structures and their associated activities and the rest of the Northeast Complex.
Structure 209. Structure 209 is the southernmost building in the household
group. In its final form, the basal dimensions of the basal platform cover 9.6 m by 8.9
m, with an area of 85.4 m2. Excavators completely cleared the building, exposing
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100.0 m2 in and around the structure. The majority of this structure was built during a
single episode. Save for the interment of a juvenile, the interior space underwent no
detectable changes throughout its use. The summit (67.2 m2) was roughly divided into
a large western room and a set of two smaller rooms to the east. The western room
measured 3.0 m by 5.0 m (15 m2). The smaller rooms contributed 10.3 m2 and 2.0 m2
to the overall interior space. Two subsequent construction episodes extended the north
facing of the building by nearly two meters. At no time was the basal platform raised
above its original 0.2 m and Structure 209 remained a simple platform that supported a
wattle-and-daub superstructure. Based on the associated artifact assemblage and
architectural layout, Structure 209 served both domestic and storage functions for the
social unit living in the Operation 41 household.
Structure 210. Structure 210 is the southeastern-most building in the household
group as well as the Northeast Complex. The building was bounded to the south and
east by a steep drop to the western floodplain of the Cacaulapa River. The maximum
basal dimensions of Structure 210 are 8.4 m by 5.1 m with an area of 42.8m2.
Excavators cleared a total of 67.5m2, or 100 percent, of the structure and the
immediate area. The building was constructed during two episodes. The earliest form
of Structure 210 was a three-meter-square platform aligned 110º east of north. This
platform was later used as the southeast corner of Structure 210 and stood 0.20-m at
its tallest point. In its final form, the structure was oriented 85º east of north and
consisted of two small rooms. The western room (16.8 m2) was bare with the
exception of a niche in the southwest corner, and the eastern room (12.5 m2) was most
likely filled with an irregular L-shaped bench. While the presence of an earlier
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platform suggests significant time depth to Structure 210, the artifact assemblage
speaks to a relatively brief and late occupation dedicated to domestic functions.
Structure 211. Structure 211 is the northern-most structure in the household
group. The structure was bounded to the east by a steep drop to the Cacaulapa River.
A shared patio lies to the west. The building was raised during a single construction
episode, with a small addition added to the southwest corner in a subsequent phase.
The maximum basal footprint of this construction measured 8.6 m by 4.75 m, thus
covering 40.9 m2 of the terrace edge. This low basal platform supported a wattle and
daub superstructure that, in turn, housed a C-shaped bench in a single room. The
bench was a simple affair, constructed entirely of cobbles and provided 22.2 m2 of
surface area. Overall, the bench and available floor space comprise 28.8 m2 of interior
area. Both the bench and the structure were oriented to the west. As with the other
buildings in this group, Structure 211 remained a low platform throughout its
occupation.

Northeast Complex Architecture
As I observed earlier in this chapter, the site layout of the Northeast Complex
differs significantly from areas of El Coyote built in earlier periods. The differences,
both measurable and qualitative, are represented also in terms of construction
techniques and organization of specific structures. In this section, I seek to identify the
central construction principles guiding the creation of residential and non-residential
buildings in the excavation sample. Although Early Postclassic structures are
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characterized as expedient or, haphazard, I suggest that Early Postclassic builders had
a clear template in mind when constructing residential and non-residential structures.
To clarify these principles I synthesize the salient characteristics of individual
structures (presented above and extensively in Appendix I), thus making these
conclusions more accessible.
Paramount among the construction techniques and architectural sensibilities
exhibited in the Northeast Complex is the abandonment of large substructures in favor
of low basal platforms or surface-level structures. This tendency has been noted
elsewhere in the region (Schortman et al. 1986), and may be a reason few Early
Postclassic homesteads and sites have been identified. Builders of the Northeast
Complex rarely made use of substructural components in residential or non-residential
buildings. Indeed, the most common technique was to construct robust wall supports
or footings along the perimeter walls and fill the interior with a thin layer of packed
earth. While this technically created a raised platform, it is much lower in comparison
with the Late Classic multi-tier platforms in the monumental core of the site, or even
the smaller structures in the Southwestern Residential Area. Less than half of the
sampled structures were built atop basal platforms, and those that were rose only
slightly above the natural ground level (Table 2).

123

Table 2. Sub-Structure Dimensions in the Northeast Complex.
Structure Length Width Height
27.5
10.0
.3
155
9.0
9.0
.2
156
6.4
4.5
.3
163
4.7
3.8
.2
165
12.7
7.2
.4
173
25.5
11.0
.6
208
12.3
6.5
.4
212
11.3
7.0
.3
218
50.7
15.7
1.2
220
6.0
6.0
.3
242

One advantage of building directly atop the ground surface was the ability to
occupy a greater area with a minimal investment of labor and resources. This is
particularly evident in the ratio of total basal footprint to usable summit or interior
space. The data documented in Table 3. demonstrate that, on average, the usable
interior space of each structure was over 60 percent that of the basal dimension.
Furthermore, erecting a structure directly on the ground surface precluded the need for
terraces or stairs. While the presence and formality of entryways and stairs have been
noted as status markers elsewhere in the Early Postclassic world (Manahan 2003:268),
there is no evidence for this in the Northeast Complex. Rarely were robust terraces
encountered and only a single stair was noted on Structure 220.
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Table 3. Architectural summary of excavated structures, Northeast Complex
Structure Basal Area (m2)
155
156
161
163
165
173
174
208
209
210
211
212
282B
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
235
242
290
223
224

275.0
90.0
10.9
28.8
18.5
91.4
26.0
280.5
85.4
42.8
40.9
80.0
5.6
101.3
71.9
79.1
796.0
33.8
26.1
9.5
137.2
36.0
7.75
71.4
197.7

Interior/Summit Summit to Base
Rooms Benches Terraces
Area (m2)
Ratio
3
27.0
.30
1
2
1
3.6
.33
1
0
0
22.8
.79
1
0
0
6.2
.34
1
1
1
69.6
.76
1
1
0
14.4
.55
1
0
0
67.2
.79
3
1
1
29.3
.68
2
1
0
28.8
.70
1
1
1
63.0
.79
1
2
0
54.9
.54
2
0
0
61.1
.85
2
1
1
40.0
.51
2
3
0
489.3
.61
1
1
2
13.5
.40
1
0
1
10.0
.38
3
0
0
7.4
.78
1
0
0
102.2
.74
2
2
0
30.25
.84
1
0
1
67.3
.34
2
2
0

Whether constructed directly on the ground surface or atop a platform,
Northeast Complex superstructures display homogeneous construction material and
technique. The upper walls of all structures, regardless of function, were formed of
wattle and daub. These perishable structures are identifiable in the archaeological
record as deposits of bajareque, or the melted clay from fallen walls. Frequently
encountered along the base of the structure, the bajareque deposits retain impressions
of the sticks and branches used for the infrastructure of the walls. The footings or
basal-supports of the walls are the only elements of the structure or superstructure
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recovered in situ. Formed of river-rounded cobbles or the occasional cutstone, these
footings rarely rose more than two courses tall.
Benches were often built simultaneously with the wall footing and, in some
cases, provide additional architectural support to the walls. Benches in the lower
Cacaulapa Valley do not conform to the more robust and elegant permanent furniture
evident at Maya centers to the north and west. Examples at El Coyote were relatively
simple affairs; constructed of river-rounded cobbles, pebble fill, and packed earth, the
surface of these benches rarely stood taller than 0.25 m above the floor. There is no
evidence of a formal treatment to the surface of Early Postclassic benches. Perhaps
they were smoothed with tamped earth and covered with woven mats; whatever
capped the cobble foundation did not survive to modern times. As a result of the low
investment of resources required in their construction, permanent furniture was present
in most domestic and ritual contexts.
Reuse of construction material was common in ninth- and tenth-century
architectural contexts. The abandoned monumental pyramids of the Main Plaza
proved to be a reliable source for cutstone and river-cobbles alike. The cutstones, in
particular, were frequently reused to mark summit entrances. Early Postclassic
builders avoided the use of formal doorjambs to mark entries, however, the frequency
with which these cut blocks were recycled at or near entries speaks to the preferential
treatment this material was given. An obvious example of this principle is the formal
western entry to Structure 220. Here, a 6.6-meter-long step was formed of L-shaped
cutstone blocks. Cutstone blocks were also incorporated into the western façade of the
range structure, which flanked the entryway and stair.
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Reuse practices did not end with the robbing of material from the Main Plaza.
The collapsed walls of superstructures were commonly reused as formal surfaces both
inside and outside the structures from which they fell. The presence of thick midden
deposits above these bajareque surfaces is evidence for the continued use of the
structure long after the initial wall fell. In the absence of lime plaster, the reused
bajareque walls must have provided an air of formality to the building.
Many of the construction techniques outlined above highlight the efficacy with
which occupants of the Northeast Complex raised their residential and non-residential
buildings. Excavated structures were, for the most part, quickly built requiring a
minimum of resources and labor. Take for example the distribution of basal
dimensions as a measure of overall labor and resource investment (Figure 5). Of the
25 structures with a measurable basal dimension, fifteen occupy 100 square-meters or
less. These structures are clearly defined and fulfill the complete range of cultural
functions for which they were intended, yet the cost in labor, material, and time was
negligible in comparison to their Late Classic analogs.
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Figure 5. Distribution of basal dimension (m2) of excavated structures.
Conclusion
Throughout this chapter, I have sought to synthesize all that is known of the
architectural evidence from the Northeast Complex and place it in the context of
settlement in the lower Cacaulapa valley. Utilizing various scales of analysis, I have
attempted to demonstrate that the distinct site-plan and organization of the Northeast
Complex built environment represents a qualitatively different cultural template than
that expressed during earlier periods at El Coyote. Nevertheless, I take this divergent
path to be one that extends from local developments rather than a wholly new template
imported from beyond the region. That is, the ninth- and tenth-century archaeological
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assemblage resulted from the efforts of descendants of Classic Period Cacaulapans,
and not an intrusive group.
There are multiple lines of evidence to support a continuity of population if not
cultural strategy. First, builders in the Northeast Complex used similar construction
material and techniques as those employed during the period immediately preceding
the ninth century. Second, there is no evidence for destruction of the Main Plaza
architecture, however the evidence for reuse of building materials suggests that the
monumental buildings were no longer in use. Third, analysis of the ceramic
assemblage indicates a pattern of continuity in ceramic production rather than an
abrupt break with paste types, vessel forms, and surface treatments (Patricia Urban,
personal communication 2002). Finally, the best evidence comes from residential
structures at the southern end of El Coyote. Relative and absolute chronological
designations demonstrate that the vast majority of these builders were constructed
during the Classic Period (Urban 2000, 2002). Furthermore, these buildings were
continuously occupied through the ninth and tenth centuries, and they underwent
significant modifications at the beginning of the Early Postclassic period (Urban 2000,
2002). All lines of evidence indicate that the Classic Period El Coyote population
remained in the lower Cacaulapa valley pursuing a significantly different cultural
pattern following the mid- to late-ninth century.
A secondary goal of this chapter was to lay the foundation for the more
interpretive discussion to follow. An assessment of ninth- and tenth-century power
strategies relies on understanding the qualitative differences and spatial relationships
of structures in conjunction with the activities conducted in association with those
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buildings. These relationships speak to the nature of domestic organization, craft
production, the local and regional economy, ritual, ideology, administration, and the
numerous other sources of power evident in the archaeological record of El Coyote.
These sources of power are addressed directly in the following chapter, which places
the ninth- and tenth-century strategies of individuals and groups in the lower
Cacaulapa valley into the broader context of Mesoamerica.
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CHAPTER 5 – POWER STRATEGIES IN THE NORTHEAST COMPLEX
In Chapter 2, I presented a review of current models of sociopolitical and
economic organization in Southeastern Mesoamerica. The models are based on the
maintenance of political authority through the manipulation of various sources of
power. I also outlined a research design that utilizes concepts of power strategies as a
framework for understanding better the material record and the cultural dynamics to
be inferred from those assemblages. In this chapter, I use material collected from the
Northeast Complex of El Coyote to test the efficacy of a research design based on the
analysis of power strategies.
This chapter is organized in reference to the models and correlates presented in
Chapter 2 and summarized in Table 1. Each of these models is based on a different
axis of power (i.e., prestige interaction, economic control, and corporate groups).
Strategies operating along these axes create distinctive patterns in the archaeological
record. It is the role of the archaeologist to work backward from the patterns to the
strategies and ultimately to an understanding of prehistory (Binford 1977, 1981;
Clarke 1973; Raab and Goodyear 1984). In this chapter I seek to identify the practices
of individuals and groups in the Northeast Complex. I turn first to the archaeological
correlates associated with each model. A complete description and analysis of these
data are presented in the appendices. I summarize them here in reference to my
research design in order to state more clearly the connections between the
archaeological evidence and my conclusions.
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Prestige Interaction

Power strategies based on the principles of prestige interaction have been
widely cited in the rise of Classic Period polities, and specifically early chiefdoms, in
Southeastern Mesoamerica. This strategy is simply the exchange of preciosities,
knowledge, and ideology among elites in regional and interregional networks, in order
to create or reinforce sociopolitical distance between rulers and the populace.
Evidence for this strategy may take two forms. The first is the creation of hierarchical
division between social echelons of the community. Because sociopolitical structures
of inequality can be created using multiple strategies, a second evidential line
exclusively resulting from prestige interaction is needed. Individuals or groups
practicing a strategy of prestige interaction rely on the exclusionary nature of their
exchange networks. Evidence for concentrations of non-local sumptuary items,
iconography, and ideology is the strongest link to this model. Taken together, evidence
for sociopolitical inequality and uneven distribution of imported artifacts and
ideological elements may be used to identify strategies drawn from elite interaction as
a source of power.
In practice, the principal archaeological correlates of prestige interaction
strategies are the restricted distribution of non-local elements, be they foreign gifts,
architectural styles, site-planning principles, or knowledge. The particular
manifestation of these correlates was outlined in Chapter 2. Three of these correlates
were sought in the Northeast Complex data set. First, I present the evidence for
imported fine-ware ceramics in public and private settings. The presence of these
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imports is viewed as a tangible expression of the relationship among the participants in
the exchange network. The presence of imported fine-wares, specifically those suited
to conspicuous use in public ceremonies falls into a category of aggrandizement
(Johnson and Earle 2000) while those recovered from private spaces are a subtle
expression of participation in pan-Mesoamerican elite traditions (Braswell 2002:138140; Burmeister 2000). Second, I present the evidence for the practice of non-local or
intrusive household rituals. In particular, I plot the distribution of censers across
sampled contexts in the Northeast Complex. Finally, I summarize the nature of nonlocal symbolic or stylistic elements, specifically architectural layout and organization
of both households and the Northeast Complex.

Fine-Ware Ceramics
The presence of non-local fine-ware ceramics is known through the analysis of
20,857 sherds or complete vessels, one-quarter of all pottery collected during the 2000
and 2002 field seasons. The complete ninth- and tenth-century pottery complex is
discussed in Appendix II. Of the sampled assemblage, 3,543 sherds (17 percent) were
identified as originating beyond the lower Cacaulapa valley. The majority of these
(n=2,745; 78 percent) can be attributed to the Naco valley and more specifically, Las
Canoas. The remainder of the sample can be identified as imported fine-wares. These
are cited as types found in many archaeological contexts across southeastern
Mesoamerica (Henderson and Beaudry-Corbett 1993). These import wares include
Tohil Plumbate and Chilanga from the Pacific piedmont of Guatemala, Ulúa
polychromes from the Ulúa valley and Lake Yojoa/Comayagua region (because of the
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early designation of these types and their presence in fill contexts, Ulúa polychromes
are not included in the following discussion), Capullin White from the lower Motagua
valley, and Las Vegas Polychrome from central Honduras8.
Consideration of imported ceramics at the Northeast Complex draws attention
to three central points. First, not only are imports documented in the El Coyote
assemblage, but they are also present in much higher amounts than reported elsewhere
in the region, especially during the Early Postclassic. Second, the high quantity of
imports is widely dispersed in the Northeast Complex. These non-local wares are
ubiquitous in the assemblage, although the imports frequently comprise a small
fraction of the sherds collected from each context. Finally, there appears to be little
differentiation between residential and non-residential contexts in terms of these fine
wares. Domestic, ritual, and administrative structures all have similar artifact
densities in terms of imported fine-ware ceramics.

8

Ulúa Polychromes are limited to the Late and Terminal Classic period and Capullin White is a
Terminal Classic diagnostic in the lower Motagua Valley. Their presence in the Northeast Complex
suggests that the founding and occupation of the Northeast Complex occurs at the transition between
the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic Periods, a topic I discuss in Chapter 6.

134

Table 4. Imported Fine-ware Ceramics in Sampled Contexts

217

Pacific
Coast
85

Lower
Motagua
0

Central
Honduras
27

Sub.
Total
112

Exc. Area
(m2)
102.5

Density
(#/m2)
1.09

209
161
208
210
220
155
165

16
9
9
20
101
14
5

0
2
0
0
37
0
0

30
0
11
0
0
0
0

46
11
20
20
138
14
5

100
26
61
67.5
467
66
31

0.46
0.42
0.33
0.30
0.30
0.21
0.16

212

5

0

15

20

126

0.16

213
218
156
Ballcourt
211
222
242
Wall
282
221
173
Total

17
11
8
9
3
1
1
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

3
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

20
13
8
9
3
1
1
0
0
0
0

139
113.5
85
211.5
76.5
34
91
48
22
41
41.5

314

39

88

441

1950

0.14
0.11
0.09
0.04
0.04
0.03
0.01
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.23

Structure

The presence of imported fine-wares at the Northeast Complex is particularly
noteworthy when one considers the paucity of these wares at neighboring sites in the
region. While such well-known types as Tohil Plumbate and Las Vegas Polychromes
serve as horizon markers, the quantities of these wares are typically low at most Early
Postclassic settlements. The collection from the Northeast Complex also yields a
paucity of these wares, although I note that the overall count of these imports is
slightly higher that those reported elsewhere.
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Perhaps the most closely comparable assemblage was recently reported in the
Ejar Complex at Copan. Here, Manahan (2003:175) reports a total of 173 sherds and
2 whole vessels, classified as Tohil Plumbate. To date, a total of 314 sherds and 5
whole (or nearly whole) vessels of Tohil Plumbate have been identified in the
Northeast Complex. Tohil Plumbate makes up only a small proportion of the Early
Postclassic ceramic assemblage at these sites. Nevertheless, compared to valleys in
the region, the Ejar Complex and that collected from the Northeast Complex contain
higher proportions of Tohil Plumbate and Las Vegas Polychrome than do assemblages
from neighboring areas.
The distribution of these imported fine-wares is presented in Table 4. As these
data reveal, there was a generally ubiquitous distribution of imports in excavated
contexts. Although not particularly dense, the trace amounts of these fine wares
suggest that access to imported vessels was not restricted to any single segment of the
Northeast Complex community and there is little differentiation, in terms of imported
ceramics, among households. The single exception to this pattern is Structure 217,
where the density of imported wares is nearly double that of the second-most dense
context, Structure 208. This discrepancy is readily apparent when viewed as a
histogram of import density by excavated area (Figure 6). At the far right hand of the
curve, the density of imports at Structure 217 is well beyond the normal distribution
for residential or non-residential contexts.
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8
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0.01-0.25 0.26-0.5

0.51-0.75 0.76-1.0

1.1-1.25

More

Sherd Density (sq. meter)

Figure 6. Imported fine-wear ceramics density in sampled contexts.
Just as there is little differentiation among households, there is little evidence
for differences between residential and non-residential contexts. Counts presented in
Table 5 were summarized from data presented above and in Appendix II. Aside from
the largest buildings in the Northeast Complex, structures lack robust platforms and
fill deposits. Given the lack of fill episodes and the brief occupation of these buildings
I assume the material remains associated with each structure were deposited as a result
of activity within that structure. Furthermore, the materials recovered from identified
fill contexts are omitted from the totals in Table 5. Overall, non-local ceramics are
relatively uncommon in all contexts, regardless of the activities carried out within the
structure. One in every four excavation units (or an area of four square meters)
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contained evidence for non-local pottery. While it is possible to point out some
variability in the regions from which these pieces originated, their distribution seems
to have little correlation with the function of the building.
Analysis of the ceramic sample from the Northeast Complex has revealed that
a significant proportion of the assemblage consists of fine-wares originating along the
Pacific coast of Guatemala, in the lower Motagua valley, and from the Comayagua
valley of central Honduras. These imports were distributed across the Northeast
Complex and were noted in both residential and non-residential contexts. When
identifiable these vessels were classified as bowls or jars; no plates were present in the
sample. It is interesting that although there is evidence for imported vessels, there
appears to be little evidence for the use of these vessels to create or maintain social
distance in the ninth- and tenth-century community. Although the mechanism of
distribution is not yet clear, the relatively equal distribution of fine wares is suggestive
of open (rather than restricted) access to imported fine-wares, perhaps indicative of a
market economy (Hirth 1988a).
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Table 5. Summary Counts of Imported Fine-ware Ceramics Tabulated by Context
Structure

Pacific Coast

Residential
Non-Residential
Total

119
195
314

Lower
Motagua
2
37
39

Central
Honduras
61
27
88

Sub Total
182
259
441

Exc. Area
(m2)
781
1169
1950

Density
(#/m2)
0.23
0.23
0.23

Household Rituals
Prestige interaction strategies may operate on public or private levels. The
public face of prestige interaction is aggrandizement. In this case, individuals seek to
distance themselves through the display of items not readily available to the general
populace. Once displayed, they may be dispersed as gifts to the population thus
creating debt relations between the recipients and ambitious leaders. The private face
of prestige interaction strategies involves the implementation of newly-gained
knowledge, or ritual practices, as an expression of a new identity that stretches beyond
the local community. These ritual behaviors are tied to a personal aspect of interaction
and are a true expression of intimate knowledge gained by interpersonal interaction as
opposed to down-the-line exchange of accoutrements. Most ritual behavior is difficult
to access through the archaeological record, however some physical residues of ritual
activity can be measured. In the ninth- and tenth-century deposits of the Northeast
Complex, the presence and distribution of censers is the strongest correlate of private
ritual observances.
Censer fragments were recovered in the mixed terminal debris and midden
deposits of domestic and ritual structures. Although it is not possible to reconstruct the
organization of specific ritual spaces from these data, it is possible to determine the
distribution of these practices across the Early Postclassic community. That is to say,
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it is possible to determine in which of the structures these rituals took place based on
the presence of censers in their terminal debris and middens.
Censers are noted in nearly every excavated structure in the Northeast
Complex (the censer assemblage and its distribution is more fully discussed in
Appendix II). The distribution of this ritual paraphernalia generally overlaps with
those structures housing domestic or ritual functions. Paramount among these is
Structure 217, which contained one-third of all the censer fragments in the Northeast
Complex. A special deposit associated with the termination of the Ballcourt sweatbath
makes this ritual structure a close second in terms of overall censer quantities. The
remaining contexts are largely domestic. Although some individual structures lack
evidence for censers, they are associated with household groups, which as a functional
unit yield at least trace amounts of ritual accoutrements. This pattern demonstrates a
continuity of household ritual within the Northeast Complex.
Although this pattern generally holds true for the entire complex, the few
exceptions are worthy of note. The Operation 31 household group is the
northwestern-most architecture sampled in the Northeast Complex. This small, threestructure group was tested during the 2002 field season and, unlike the other
architectural contexts investigated that year, was not extensively opened. Perhaps as a
result of this sampling strategy, not even trace amounts of censer fragments were
noted in association with this group. Other multi-structure households do not have
censers in association with all of the buildings. Moreover, the specific buildings within
the multi-structure households show a discontinuous distribution of artifact classes
generally related to the division of activities carried out within their walls.
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Just as censers are not identified in structures presumably functioning as
storage or food preparation areas, buildings serving non-ritual purposes (household or
otherwise) lack evidence of censers. Two of the prominent buildings in the Northeast
Complex, Structure 220 and Structure 235, were identified as administrative or civic
foci. These structures yielded only trace amounts of censer fragments or were lacking
them altogether.
Evidence regarding household and private ritual in the Northeast Complex
reveals that these widespread practices were conducted in nearly every household
during the ninth and tenth centuries. Incense burning was a ceremony carried out in
the specialized setting of the Ballcourt sweatbath and Structure 217. In addition,
families within each household must have set aside both time and space for private
ritual. These practices reflect a common ideological thread binding the community.
The central conclusion that can be drawn from the ritual evidence is the continuity of
household ritual. These data do not speak of increased social distance and there is no
evidence that the ubiquitous nature of household ritual enhances the prestige of any
individual within the community.
The underlying question in this discussion is the nature of ideological
transformation from the Classic to Postclassic periods. Diachronic analyses of the
domestic ritual activities at El Coyote reveal continuity of household rites from the
Late Classic through the Early Postclassic. All sampled domestic groups yielded
evidence for censers (as well as figurines, whistles, and ocarinas) in their household
rituals (Edward Schortman, personal communication 2005). The break in tradition
involves the use of censers in public rituals by elite individuals during the Late Classic
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period. Censers are almost absent in all public or administrative contexts in the
Northeast Complex. I find it more than coincidental that the abandonment of the Late
Classic temples of the Main Plaza is contemporary with the decline of public rituals.
The abandonment of public personalized public ritual is antithetical to the prestige
interaction model, primarily because power is no longer focused in the hands of the
religious specialist but, rather, is dispersed among individuals within each domestic
unit.

Architecture
The ideological transformations evident in the patterning of household rituals
are integral to the organization of households and directly impact the site-planning
principles of the Northeast Complex. The organization of these spaces reflects
gradations between the meaningfully constituted built environments of the newlyconstructed complex and the natural landscape (Ashmore 2004). The El Coyote
construction sequence reflects the changed organizing principles from the Classic to
Postclassic periods. Nowhere is this more evident than in the abandonment of the
Main Plaza and creation of the Northeast Complex.
As outlined in Chapter 4, these diverse architectural complexes reflect
substantially different models of constructed space. The site-planning principles
underlying the formation of the Late Classic Main Plaza were no longer in use when
the Northeast Complex was constructed. The site-layout of the Northeast Complex
was derived as much from local innovations as from influence from Mesoamerica and
Lower Central America (McFarlane 2002). Four principles seem to be in operation.
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First, the architecture, whether public or private, tends to encircle the primary
ceremonial structures through connected arcs or linear arrangements (Manahan
2003:387; Schortman 2001). Second, there is a shift away from the organization of
space around closed plazas or spaces of restricted access. This is equally true for
ceremonial and residential contexts. Third, with the decline of plazas is the
concomitant de-emphasis upon cardinal directions. Fourth, despite these changes,
some key Mesoamerican architectural complexes adopted during the Classic Period
are retained. Foremost among these complexes is the continued incorporation of
ballcourts within ceremonial or public spaces. Research throughout the region
indicates that these organizing principles and material patterns are well-defined during
the ninth and tenth centuries (Agurcia Fasquelle 1986; Baudez and Becquelin 1973;
Canby 1951; Dixon 1989; Joesink-Mandeville 1993; Joyce 1986, 1991; Manahan
2003; Schortman 2001; Stone 1957; Urban 1986; Wonderley 1986).
The organization of El Coyote’s built landscape may be used to infer changes
in social and political organization following the Classic Period. Central to these
changes is the reduced control over movement within public spaces and residential
zones. Coupled with this change is the use of range-structures over high pyramids.
Although the most massive of these edifices would have required a greater labor pool
than that commanded by the average household, the largest Early Postclassic
constructions are much smaller in comparison to the investment of labor and resources
required in the construction of their Late Classic predecessors. No longer are social
distance and status markers conveyed through physical separation. This may signal a
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decrease in the degree to which Early Postclassic societies in general, and that
centered at the Northeast Complex of El Coyote in particular, were stratified.

Prestige Interaction – Assessment
Based upon the patterning of architectural and artifactual evidence in the
Northeast Complex, there appear to be few archaeological correlates of the prestige
interaction model in ninth- and tenth-century contexts. The prestige interaction model
is based on the premise that the acquisition of non-local resources, whether
preciosities, knowledge, or practices, can be used to create sociopolitical distinctions
in the community. Evidential lines take two forms: social stratification and the uneven
distribution of non-local resources. Status distinctions could not be identified in the
distribution of non-local resources, specifically imported fine-ware ceramics. It
appears that the low but widely dispersed quantities of imported fine-wares and other
non-local resources are the result of personal initiative rather than the negotiation of
power-seeking elites. The abandonment of personalized public ritual, conducted by
elites, further reflects the leveling of intra-community differentiation. Moreover, the
layout of domestic units and the site-at-large reflects a shift away from aggrandizing
elites and towards an emphasis on community-wide solidarity. That community labor
was devoted to raising community buildings (such as Structure 220) and not elite
residences underscores this point. This pattern suggests that power lay in community
offices, not in the hands of charismatic individuals. Moreover, these transformations
signal an end to stratification and a suppression of differences in wealth.
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One caveat that must be made, however, is the possibility of status differences
at El Coyote beyond the Northeast Complex. An extensive body of archaeological
data has been collected from the southern areas of the site, where Late Classic period
structures were remodeled to conform to Early Postclassic templates. The Main Plaza,
or Late Classic ceremonial center, was one area that was not modified. The
monumental architecture surrounding the Main Plaza was abandoned and mined for
construction material in the Northeast Complex and elsewhere at the site. Initial
findings note the presence of non-local resources in the southern areas of the site,
although the relative proportions of imports in the south have yet to be determined.
Based on rough counts in the field and laboratory, distinctions between the Northeast
Complex and other areas of the site likely represent modest status differences.

Economic Control
In Chapter 2, I observed that many interpretations of sociopolitical
development in Southeastern Mesoamerica have a component emphasizing economic
control. The premise of economic control is that individuals or groups may garner
power by manipulating the acquisition, production, or distribution of raw materials,
goods, or commodities essential to the reproduction of society (Brumfiel and Earle
1987; Clark 1987; Costin 1991; Peregrine 1991; Urban et al. 2000). The results of
these strategies are manifold and can be expressed at multiple scales of analysis. The
evaluation of economic control models is useful because differences of social status
and economic wealth often coincide.
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The manipulation of material resources has a physical effect on the
archaeological record, thus making the economic control model the most verifiable of
the models considered here. The principal correlate of economic control is the
discontinuous distribution of artifact classes. While the predicted manifestation of this
correlate was outlined in Chapter 2, these discontinuities take many forms and are
most striking in four areas. First, accumulations of non-local, regionally-mobilized
materials and commodities are a clear indicator that individuals or groups are
monopolizing the inward-bound material flows of exchange networks. The lithic
evidence is particularly useful to this end and I present data regarding the importation
of raw materials and technologies in the Northeast Complex. Second, accumulations
of local surpluses, including labor, are indicative of control over the local populace.
Third, evidence for gradations of wealth, measured by the quality and variety of
material assemblages per household, demonstrates not only control over the flow of
resources but is a clear development of status differentiation. Finally, evidence for the
control over production allows for the identification of workshops or the local
production of sumptuary items requiring the skill of at least a part-time specialist. I
present evidence relating to these four evidential lines.

Imported Raw Materials and Technologies
The lithic assemblage of Early Postclassic El Coyote is known through the
analysis of 22,229 individual chipped stone specimens collected during the 2000 and
2002 field seasons. The methodology and description of this assemblage are discussed
in Appendix II. Here, I will limit my discussion to two aspects of the lithic collection.
146

First, I will note the presence of imported raw materials, specifically obsidian from the
Pachuca source of Hidalgo, Mexico. Second, I note the absence of blade production in
the ninth- and tenth-century contexts and discuss its implications for the pattern of
prismatic blade distribution in the Northeast Complex. These two facets of the lithic
industry are meant to address the first archaeological correlate of economic control,
namely, accumulations of non-local resources.
The Pachuca geological source is located along the northern rim of the Valley
of Mexico. Obsidian from this source is most often green in color making
identification of this material an easy task. Furthermore, the presence of obsidian calls
attention to the presence of long-distance trade networks, whether in the Early Classic
or the Early Postclassic. The recovery of obsidian from the Pachuca source elicited
much excitement during the first season of excavation (Stockett 2000). After several
seasons of excavation, the presence of green is considered commonplace in Early
Postclassic lithic assemblages at El Coyote. Nevertheless, an incomplete biface
reduced from the green material assigned to an Early Classic context outside of the
Northeast Complex does continue to elicit considerable attention.
Obsidian from the Pachuca flows was found in abundance in the Northeast
Complex. Pachuca obsidian was the third most commonly recovered chipped stone
source material, after locally-acquired chert and imported obsidian from the Ixtepeque
source in southeastern Guatemala. In sum, 1,684 pieces of the green volcanic glass
were recovered in the Northeast Complex and, by weight, Pachuca obsidian makes up
17 percent of the non-chert mass of the collection.
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Obsidian from the Pachuca source was widely distributed in all Northeast
Complex contexts. The data presented in Table 6 demonstrate that there is little
disparity among structures when the density of the material is considered, although
there do appear to be some concentrations of this material within certain contexts.
Once again, the ritual building, Structure 217, yields the highest quantity and density
of tabulated materials. Although the concentration of green obsidian at this locus is
indicative of the ritual, or at least symbolic, meaning ascribed to the imported
material, the wide distribution of this material in domestic, ritual, and civic contexts
suggests that no such value could be assigned. Furthermore, there is no evidence that
the specimens derived from the Pachuca source were treated any differently than more
accessible source materials.
Structure 242, a solitary household, and Structure 209, one of three buildings
making up the Operation 41 household group, yielded the next highest densities of this
material. These residences show much higher quantities of most imported and locally
available artifact classes. The concentration of Pachuca obsidian and other artifact
classes at these structures however is only slightly higher than found in other sampled
structures. Whatever status differences these concentrations may express would be
minimal, at best. Evidence for post-abandonment re-use of Structure 213 as a midden
excludes that building from this discussion because it likely drew material from
surrounding residences, thus skewing the quantities of all domestic refuse found there
much higher.
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Table 6. Distribution of Obsidian from the Pachuca, Hidalgo Source
Structure
217
242
209
213
155
174
208
218
165
212/282B
290
210
156
282
220
222
Wall
173
221
235
211
Total

Count
323
171
196
283
55
3
67
136
32
79
14
31
46
9
190
8
8
8
6
10
9
1684

Mass (g)
264.2
137.37
142.5
192.71
51.04
9.82
46.05
84.8
21.99
62.9
8.35
26.3
32.39
7.8
136.76
5.1
5.8
4.67
4.25
6.59
4.55
1255.94

Exc. Area (m2)
102.5
91
100
139
66
13
61
113.5
31
149
21
67.5
85
22
467
34
48
41.5
41
66
76.5
1835.5

Density (#/m2)
3.15
1.88
1.96
2.04
0.83
0.23
1.10
1.20
1.03
0.53
0.67
0.46
0.54
0.41
0.41
0.24
0.17
0.19
0.15
0.15
0.12
0.92

Density (g/m2)
2.58
1.51
1.43
1.39
0.77
0.76
0.75
0.75
0.71
0.42
0.40
0.39
0.38
0.35
0.29
0.15
0.12
0.11
0.10
0.10
0.06
0.68

A second non-local resource that can be assessed through the lithic assemblage
analysis is the presence of prismatic blades. To date, there is no evidence for the
production of prismatic blades following the Classic Period anywhere in the
Cacaulapa valley. Moreover, the only evidence for the production of prismatic blades
during the Early Postclassic is found in western Honduras, and at best, production was
limited (Geoffrey Braswell, personal communication 2005). A total of 3,146
prismatic blades or blade segments were identified in the lithic assemblage. The
distribution of these tools is summarized below in Table 7. Due to the possibility that
blades may break and inflate the total count of this artifact class, I have taken the
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density of blades by mass based on the area excavated. This allows for a more
accurate assessment of the total industry present at a structure and removes ambiguity
or the possibility of counting a fractured piece more than once.
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Table 7. Distribution of Prismatic Blade Segments
Structure

Count Mass (g)

Exc. Area (m2)

Density (#/m2)

Density (g/m2)

217
242
213
209
218
208
155
165
174
222
282
290
221
212/282B
156
210
235
220
Wall
173
211

527
306
513
357
287
129
99
53
8
39
21
25
35
151
85
53
51
328
27
23
29

449.65
269.22
386.66
270.4
204.49
105.7
84.85
38.16
13.96
35.42
20.5
18.48
33.84
122.95
61.47
44.25
40.05
272.77
18.55
15.17
19.65

102.5
91
139
100
113.5
61
66
31
13
34
22
21
41
149
85
67.5
66
467
48
41.5
76.5

5.14
3.36
3.69
3.57
2.53
2.11
1.50
1.71
0.62
1.15
0.95
1.19
0.85
1.01
1.00
0.79
0.77
0.70
0.56
0.55
0.38

4.39
2.96
2.78
2.70
1.80
1.73
1.29
1.23
1.07
1.04
0.93
0.88
0.83
0.83
0.72
0.66
0.61
0.58
0.39
0.37
0.26

Total

3146

2526.19

1835.50

1.71

1.38

Plotting the distribution of this tool class as a histogram (Figure 17) reveals a
distinctive tri-modal curve. An overwhelming number of structures found in the lefthand peak represent a range of 0.26 to 1.8 grams of blades per square meter. The
second peak consists of Structures 209, 213, and 242. As discussed above, Structure
213 is skewed to the right as a result of post-abandonment use as a secondary midden
deposit. The exclusion of Structure 213 leaves the residential buildings, Structure 209
and Structure 242. At the right hand of the histogram lies Structure 217. The artifact
indices associated with this building far exceed other residential or non-residential
spaces in terms of quantity and variety. A lack of debris associated with domestic
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activities reflects the non-residential function of Structure 217. These evidential lines
indicate that community storage and ritual activities may have occurred in the
building.
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Figure 7. Histogram plotting the distribution of blades per square meter.
There appears to be a concentration of non-local resources accumulated in
Northeast Complex contexts. It is currently unclear how supportive these data are of
the economic control model. Although there certainly are concentrations of non-local
resources, access to these resources does not appear to be restricted. All excavated
structures yielded evidence for blades and obsidian from the Pachuca source.
Secondly, the marginally higher quantities of these resources at Structure 242 and
Structure 209 suggest a marginal status for the occupants of these residences and their
neighbors. Finally, the highest concentration of these non-local resources is not found
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in association with a single segment of the ninth- and tenth-century society but rather
in a non-residential, distinctly ritual context. The possible exists that priests were able
to gain an elite-status, however they were unable to transfer this status into their
households. Nonetheless, the economic control model cannot explain how or why
these materials were being accumulated in this ritual context.

Accumulations of Local Surpluses and Labor
The second correlate of the economic control model is the accumulation of
local surpluses and labor. These correlates should manifest themselves in a number of
ways in the Northeast Complex. Paramount among these indicators is the
identification of storage facilities in close association with elite contexts. The minimal
nature of ninth- and tenth-century architecture does not lend itself to the easy
identification of building function based on layout or construction style alone.
Therefore, high concentrations of storage containers, ceramic vessels identified as jar
forms, serve as the leading indicator that a building served as a storage facility.
Storage. The distribution of jar forms is based on the classification of 20,857
sherds collected during the 2000 and 2002 field season. Of these, roughly half could
be identified as deriving from a close-necked vessel. Table 8 presents the distribution
of these forms by structure. I have ordered them by the density of jar sherds over the
excavated area.
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Table 8. Distribution of Jars Sherds in the Northeast Complex
Structure
217
165
155
209
Ballcourt
213
282
212
218
156
208
161
222
221
220
210
Wall
211
173
242
Total

Jar Count
2150
390
709
804
1691
1077
149
820
675
489
309
123
142
95
1042
146
56
72
18
3
10960

Exc. Area (m2)
102.5
31
66
100
211.5
139
22
126
113.5
85
61
26
34
41
467
67.5
48
76.5
41.5
91
1950

Density (#/m2)
20.98
12.58
10.74
8.04
8.00
7.75
6.77
6.51
5.95
5.75
5.07
4.73
4.18
2.32
2.23
2.16
1.17
0.94
0.43
0.03
5.62

Several salient points regarding storage activities emerge from these data.
First, seven of the sampled structures yielded a low density of storage containers. One
of these contexts, Structure 242, is likely anomalous based on sampling bias. The
ceramic collection from this building was not sampled due to its excavation late in the
season. The three jars noted actually represent three complete, imported vessels.
Second, the distribution of jars at the remaining structures suggests that storage
was organized at each building and not focused on one or two facilities. Although
some structures do display a high quantity of these forms (Structures 165 and 155 of
the Operation 29 household and Structure 209 of the Operation 41 household), they do
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not represent quantities high enough to warrant identification as a controlled storage
facility.
Third, the density of jars recovered from the Ballcourt is noteworthy because it
suggests communal storage in preparation for feasting associated with the ballgame.
Whether this is a result of elite directives or community-wide initiates is not clear with
this data. Finally, the density of jars in association with Structure 217 is nearly twice
that of the next highest context. Although this structure is clearly not an elite
residence, there is a strong probability that it served as a storage facility of community
resources.
Architecture. A secondary indicator of local control can be measured through
the ability to command labor. I assess this aspect of the economic control model by
comparing the basal dimensions of residential and non-residential architecture. Albeit
a crude measure of the overall labor that can be commanded, it is a line of evidence
that is readily available and intrinsically tied to human construction activity. The
basal dimensions of residential and non-residential edifices plotted in Figure 8 are
summarized in Chapter 4 and complete descriptions of architectural contexts are
presented in Appendix I.
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Figure 8. Scatter plot of residential and non-residential basal dimensions.

As presented in Figure 8, the basal areas of ninth- and tenth-century residences
are relatively small and homogeneous. Most construction efforts, in fact, measure less
than 10 meters by 15 meters. The two outlying residences are Structure 208 and
Structure 155, both of which have multiple Late Classic Period constructions serving
as their cores. The earlier platforms were combined to form a large substructure and
represent an extensive construction effort drawing on labor from multiple time periods
rather than a single intensive effort drawing on a much larger labor pool for a short
period of time.
Perhaps more important than the similarity of structure size is the relative sizes
of the basal measurement of the non-residential buildings. The three largest buildings,
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Structure 220, Structure 235, and the Ballcourt, lie well beyond the range of
residences. These structures represent a significant effort in terms of labor,
organization, and resources. The construction of these buildings, particularly the
central range-structure, likely involved the coordinated efforts of large segments of the
community. Given the general construction techniques evidenced by the surrounding
architecture, construction of Structure 220 undoubtedly required specialized
knowledge and the authority to direct construction and command the available labor.
Certainly, some individual or small group was able to direct the erection of
these buildings, but to what end? The economic control model suggests that large
segments of the community become indebted to an (aspiring) elite minority once they
receive scarce resources. After these debt relations have been established, the
populace is obligated to offer up labor for the benefit of the elite. The manifestation of
these practices should be architecture for the private use of the elite. Of the nonresidential structures cited above, only Structure 235 appears to be the result of
communal construction efforts, yet not for the use of the community. All of the
remaining structures were seemingly public spaces without physical obstacles to
restrict access. Indeed, the result of this community-wide directed labor seems to
benefit the Early Postclassic society as a whole rather than celebrate or elevate some
minor segment above the rest of the populace.

Wealth
Closely associated with the indicator of hierarchical organization is the uneven
distribution of wealth. In the Naco valley, the variations in the proportions of
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imported objects have been used as an index of wealth (Urban et al. 2000). The effort
and skill involved in an production or acquisition of an item from distant locales is a
measure of its value and the status of those who possess such objects (Feinman 1980;
Helms 1988; Smith 1987). I have previously discussed the concentrations of imported
fine-ware ceramics in relation to prestige interaction strategies. Those data
demonstrate that imported fine wares were more-or-less evenly distributed among all
households. Although present in each household, they were not densely concentrated
in any one of them.
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Table 9. Relative Frequencies of Imported Fine-Wares by Structure
Structure
220
210
161
208
217
211
209
212
213
218
155
165
156
282
222
Ballcourt
173
Wall
221
242
Total

Fine Wares
138
20
11
20
112
3
46
20
20
13
14
5
8
1
1
9
0
0
0
0

r/f
7.9%
5.5%
5.3%
2.8%
2.6%
2.6%
2.2%
1.5%
1.0%
0.9%
0.9%
0.9%
0.8%
0.6%
0.5%
0.4%
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%

Total
1753
363
207
721
4246
116
2139
1373
2058
1438
1590
587
990
158
212
2485
42
257
117
5

441

2.1

20857

The relative frequencies of these fine-wares within the overall ceramic
assemblage are presented in Table 9. This evidence suggests gradations of wealth may
be subtle in the Northeast Complex. Certainly, the main conclusion – wealth was
evenly distributed across households – is supported by the overwhelming majority of
the data. It is the structures exhibiting slightly higher proportions of these imports that
I wish to discuss. Structure 220 yields the highest proportion of imported wares of all
other buildings in the Northeast Complex. This building was not a focal point of
domestic chores, thus excavated contexts yield relatively low frequencies of utilitarian
wares and inflating the frequency of imported fine-wares. This does not explain,
however why the raw counts of fine wares are in much high frequencies in association
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with this structure. Regardless of the reasons for this high frequency, Structure 220
cannot be associated with any single segment of the ninth- and tenth-century society.
Rather, the concentration of fine wares at the public building is indicative of
community-wide wealth as opposed to the accumulation of valued objects in the hands
of an elite minority.
In proportions of imported fine wares, the three highest ranking residential
buildings, Structures 161, 208, and 210, may indicate a concentration of wealth in
certain households. The ceramic assemblages associated with these structures
contained 5.5 to 7.7 percent imported fine-wares. These relative frequencies, although
not much higher than neighboring households, suggest that there may have been a
slight concentration of valued items in the hands of a minority of the population. That
individuals at other households were able to acquire these items in lesser amount,
suggests that any differentiation in wealth was modest.

Workshops and Specialists
The final correlate of the economic control model is directly linked to the
organization of production in the lower Cacaulapa valley. The role of craft specialists
is noted as crucial to the inception and maintenance of sociopolitical inequalities
(Brumfiel and Earle 1987) and their presence in the archaeological record may be
accessed through identification of commodities requiring high skill levels to
manufacture. This mode of production can be seen in the locales of production, in
other words, by identifying workshops (Clark 1986, 1990; Healan 1995; Santley and
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Kneebone 1993). I consider this correlate through the analysis of two aspects of the El
Coyote material assemblage: prismatic blade production and pottery production.
The production of prismatic blades, as it is now understood for precolumbian
periods in Mesoamerica, requires a distinctive skill set commonly associated with
specialized production (Clark 1982). Identification of this activity is clearest through
the distinctive byproducts of this technique (Clark and Bryant 1997). The
methodology employed in the analysis of the Northeast Complex lithic assemblage
was designed to identify all objects by their method of manufacture and was
particularly sensitive to the identification of prismatic blade production debitage. Of
the 8,660 obsidian or perlite artifacts analyzed, only 24 specimens were designated as
blade production debris. It should be noted that all 24 of these artifacts were classified
as initial series blades and early termination blades. These specimens are fully
functioning tools and may have been distributed as finished blades or were scavenged
from the middens associated with abandoned structures. More important, there is no
evidence for error recovery flakes, platform preparation flakes, or exhausted prismatic
cores in any of the Northeast Complex contexts. Based on this evidence it is not likely
that the production of prismatic blades continued beyond the Late Classic in the lower
Cacaulapa valley.
Evidence for the production of ceramic vessels in Early Postclassic contexts of
El Coyote was equally scarce. Efforts to identify pottery production locales have been
confounded by the lack of evidence for kilns, production furniture, and other
indicators of specialization. Moreover, the utilitarian assemblage lacks even the most
modest measures of standardization. Recent settlement surveys have uncovered
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enticing evidence for pottery production at the household level but, thus far, have been
limited to the Late and Terminal Classic Periods (Patricia Urban, personal
communication 2004). Although the analyses of these assemblages are not yet
complete, I tentatively argue that local pottery production during the latest phase of
occupation in the valley was not organized by elite-sponsored craft specialists but was
undertaken by part-time craft producers within households.
Based on the paucity of evidence for organized production in the ninth and
tenth century at El Coyote, I posit that nearly all productive activity took place at the
household level for consumption by household affiliates. The chipped stone evidence,
aside from obsidian blades, speaks to the widespread use of expedient technologies.
Direct percussion within the core-flake industry was found at every level in the
community. I am hesitant to describe the locally-produced pottery of El Coyote with
such a negative term as ‘expedient,’ but the overall coarseness of the fabric, lack of
standardization, and untreated surfaces suggest that aesthetic protocols were not
driving pottery producers to the height of their craft. It also suggests that it was a craft
that did not require considerable skill to practice, opening the production of utilitarian
vessels to the majority of the community. Overall, the data suggest that not only was
there a lack of full-time or skilled craft specialists, but the productive activity in the
Northeast Complex was generalized and unorganized by any segment of the
community.
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Economic Control – Assessment
The evidence from the Northeast Complex offers little support for the
economic control model. Strategies operating on economic control augment the
material flows of local and non-local resources most closely tied to the reproduction of
society. Leaders seize and maintain power by restricting access to non-local
resources, controlling the distribution of local resources, and managing the
organization of production. These leaders may be identified by the concentrations of
local and non-local resources and detection of their management practices, namely
locally-produced commodities requiring, at a minimum, part-time craft specialists.
These correlates either were not present in the Northeast Complex or were ambiguous
and inconclusive to verify the control of economic endeavors as a strategy to power.
Moreover, while there is some evidence that certain households (Operation 41, in
particular) yielded assemblages that were richer in valuables than others, it is unlikely
that the inhabitants of this aggregate were able to convert that wealth into control over
labor, as evidenced by the relatively small basal dimensions of the inhabitants’
structures. Overall, these lines of evidence connect more directly to activities that
create social solidarity rather than social distance.

Corporate Strategies
Over the past two decades, there has been considerable attention paid to
institutional inequality and its origins in prehistoric societies (Feinman 1995:225). As
a result, a corporate model of sociopolitical structure has rarely been applied in
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Southeastern Mesoamerica. I present it here, and more extensively in Chapter2 , as a
means of accounting for patterns of equality and solidarity, rather than marked
inequality. Elsewhere the corporate group model has met with some success (Blanton
et al. 1996; Earle 2001; Peregrine 2001). The premise of this model is that leaders
gain power by coordinating activities that reinforce the bonds that tie members of the
polity together. At its core, leaders in corporate groups are organizers not
aggrandizers or merchants in search of profit.
Leaders within corporate groups achieve their positions through the successful
manipulation of resources. These practices are manifest in distinctively different ways
than in the prestige interaction or elite control models. Paramount among the
differences is the lack of marked status distinctions or institutionalized inequality. The
relatively even distribution of resources, both local surpluses and imported
commodities, is the primary indicator that corporate strategies were employed. A
second correlate of these practices is the diffuse organization of production coupled
with evidence for centralized consumption, often coinciding with ceremonies or
festivals. Supporting lines of evidence have been presented in the context of earlier
models and are summarized below. I first restate the evidence regarding the
suppression of individual aggrandizement. Next, I turn to the organization of
production at the household level. Finally I present evidence regarding the
consumption of surpluses within the context of the ballgame and other communitywide events.
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Status Distinctions
Minor status distinctions are the primary correlate for the corporate group
model. This offers a counter to the earlier models where clear markers of social
inequality, namely concentrations of wealth, control over (or coercion of) labor, and
mechanisms whereby individuals and groups are elevated above the populace, thus
creating, minimally, a two-tiered hierarchy. Using the relative frequencies of imported
fine-wares, commodities requiring specialized knowledge sets to produce, and other
preciosities as measures of wealth, I found little difference among households in the
Northeast Complex. The distribution of these artifact classes is discussed more fully
elsewhere in this chapter. Those distinctions that were identified did not express a
dramatic social distance because differences could only be cited in terms of quantity.
Stated simply, the presence of valued items was noted in all households and variation
was noted only in subtle degrees.
A second marker of status difference is evident in the size of domestic
architecture; the larger one’s house, the greater one’s status. House size, therefore,
serves as a measure of how much labor one may control, coerce, or command.
Architectural data from within the Northeast Complex reveals that household size was
relatively even. The basal dimensions of most residential buildings measure less than
20 meters by 15 meters and many of these structures are much smaller, measuring a
mere 10 meters by 6 meters. Nearly all residences were built as surface-level
structures and the few exceptions were raised atop substructures measuring less than
0.5 meters tall. Moreover, the construction techniques identified in the Northeast
Complex do not require massive pools of labor or resources. Based on the evidence
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gleaned from the domestic architecture, there appears to be little variation in the size
of residences in the Northeast Complex.
A final correlate of status distinction is more inferentially distant from the
archaeological evidence. Mechanisms promoting individuals over the group were
lacking in the ninth- and tenth-century community. For example, religious specialists
were seen as powerful figures in Late Classic society. The built environment of the
Late Classic ceremonial complex at El Coyote and elsewhere enhances the theatrical
component of the religious specialists’ performance. So integral were these specialists
to the functioning of the polity that the community was dependant upon them to fulfill
some aspects of their ideological obligations. The celebrations of these practitioners
are largely absent in the Northeast Complex. Gone are the temples and private shrines
constructed on their summits. Religious rituals were removed from the public sphere
and moved within the private context of the household.
This is not to say that religious practitioners were totally without prestige or
higher status. Evidence from Structure 217 suggests that these individuals may have
been influential in the organization of community surpluses and oversaw the storage
of community resources. I simply posit that the Late Classic mechanisms of power
were drastically altered in the ninth century to de-emphasize status inequality.

Economic Organization
The economic organization of corporate groups is manifest in a distinctive
pattern: production is structured at the household level. There is no control over
access to raw materials or restrictions on productive technologies. Evidence regarding
166

pottery production and chipped stone industries in the Northeast Complex conform to
an idealized pattern of dispersed production. More to the point, the even distribution of
imported materials (fine-ware ceramics and obsidian) suggests open access to
desirable luxury items as well as all resources needed to meet the utilitarian needs of
households in the Northeast Complex (Hirth 1988). That no concentrations of
preciosities were identified in association with elite households offers even more
support to this argument. Elite, if present in the Early Postclassic, did not utilize power
strategies based on the establishment of debt relations through the distribution of
coveted non-local goods, as was the case during the Late Classic (Earle 1987; Kipp
and Schortman 1989).
A second economic aspect of corporate groups is the consumption of surpluses
in conjunction with events that enhance social solidarity. The most obvious of these
events in the Early Postclassic at El Coyote was feasting in association with the
ballgame. Based on ethnohistoric evidence, ballcourts served as the locale for
ceremonial or ritualized contests. Moreover, the game and events surrounding it were
complex and included a ritual affirmation of cosmology, an arena to negotiate intracommunity and interregional conflict, and, most importantly in the context of this
model, a method of increasing social solidarity through feasting (Cohodas 1975; Fox
1996; Fox 1981; Scarborough and Wilcox 1991).
The Northeast Complex ballcourt was constructed in an open space capable of
accommodating the entire population of El Coyote and much of the valley settlement.
Evidence for ritual activity, food production, storage, and feasting were recovered in
association with the ballgame in modest to abundant amounts. Although the ballcourt
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underwent modification on three occasions, its use spanned the occupation of the
Northeast Complex and it appears to have been a pivotal fixture at El Coyote and in
the region. Since the ballgame likely served as a mechanism for easing sociopolitical
tensions, I argue that this complex offers a strong correlate for the communal
consumption of surpluses and the promotion of corporate group identity.

Corporate Group - Assessment
Archaeological correlates of the corporate group strategy were identified in the
ninth- and tenth-century contexts of the Northeast Complex. The corporate group
model posits that intra-group status distinctions were suppressed in favor of intergroup markers of identity. Corporate practices avoid all mechanisms that promote
individual aggrandizement, thus individual identity is likely drawn from gender, age,
kinship, occupation, and community membership rather than one’s position in a
sociopolitical hierarchy (Hendon 1999; Mills 2004). The overwhelming abundance of
data from the Northeast Complex reflects a society embedded in regional interactions
yet focused on local cooperation. Imported “prestige goods” were widely distributed,
thereby removing the status-promoting value of these objects. Productive practices
were open and the economy was, for the most part, unspecialized. Finally, a variety of
evidential lines suggest that ritual specialists and distinctive elite leaders were
abandoned while community-wide events were adopted or developed.
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Conclusion
Architectural and artifactual evidence collected over the course of two field
seasons has been used to assess the nature of social, political, and economic
organization in the Northeast Complex of El Coyote. An interpretive framework
based on current models of power and, more specifically, power strategies, was
utilized to organize a wide variety of data. Human interaction is dynamic and cannot
be essentialized to specific realms (e.g., craft production, subsistence, ritual, kinship).
Therefore, the whole of human experience should be considered when framing models
of prehistory. To that end, I have tested for strategies that draw from three interrelated
arenas: prestige interaction, economic control, and corporate groups.
My analysis of the evidence from the Northeast Complex has revealed that
strategies likely used in promoting the stratification of Late Classic El Coyote society
were abandoned in favor of those promoting social solidarity in the ninth and tenth
centuries. These findings generally support a model of corporate groups, wherein
leaders act as organizers rather than aggrandizers or monopolists. Although the
alternate organizations were certainly viable, they were either not implemented or
were not successful. In the following chapter I place these findings in a broader
context of the culture-history of Southeastern Mesoamerica. I argue that the corporate
group strategy was contingent on the regional ebb and flow of information and goods
among agents of inter-related polities across Mesoamerica.
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CHAPTER 6 – EL COYOTE: POWER STRATEGIES IN A TRANSFORMED
MESOAMERICA

In this chapter, I place the ninth- and tenth-century strategies identified at El
Coyote in a broader regional context. Evidence presented in Chapter 3 suggests that
the timing and nature of Classic to Postclassic cultural transformations varied across
Southeastern Mesoamerica. Those polities most closely tied to southern lowland
Maya centers suffered dramatic decentralization and population decline in the early
ninth century. Polities south of the Maya frontier exemplified a second pattern
whereby hierarchical organization was replaced by decentralized mechanical, or
repetitious, societies and population continuity. It was during this period of
reorganization within regions across Mesoamerica that I place the founding of the
Northeast Complex and the initiation of the corporate group strategy as a system of
sociopolitical organization.
I address three issues in this chapter. Primarily, I set out to define the material
pattern and specific timing of the Early Postclassic in northwestern Honduras.
Identifying Early Postclassic occupation has been based on the recovery of certain key
temporal markers; these include certain ceramic trade wares, obsidian from Mexican
sources, and the identification of drastically altered settlement and architectural
patterns. Although the presence of these characteristics is widely agreed to indicate
Early Postclassic occupation, the absolute chronological determination of these
materials falls into one of two chronological schemes. The first chronological scheme
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places these markers later in time (see Figure 10). Within this framework the Early
Postclassic period began ca. A.D. 1000 and ends as late as A.D. 1300 in some regions.
This chronology represents an extension of Terminal Classic activities in the Middle
Ulúa, Lower Ulúa, and Middle Chamelecon areas. The second chronological scheme
places the beginning of the Early Postclassic period earlier in time, ca. A.D. 900.
Proponents of this chronology cite connections among regions across Mesoamerica, in
particular Central Mexico, the northern Yucatan, and the Pacific coast region of
southern Mesoamerica (Manahan 2003, Smith and Berdan 2003b). Radiocarbon
assays from the Northeast Complex suggest that the Early Postclassic in the Cacaulapa
valley likely began near the end of the ninth century. This chronological designation
more closely corresponds to the second chronological scheme, placing the beginning
of the Early Postclassic period somewhat earlier in time. Moreover, these findings
suggest that the first chronological scheme should be refined to place the onset of the
neighboring regions earlier, as well.
With a new assessment of the regional chronology in hand, I seek to address
the nature of interregional interaction during this period. The waning fortunes of
powerful centers in the southern Maya lowlands led to a newly transformed
Mesoamerica, one in which, the prestige-based economy of the Late and Terminal
Classic disintegrated along with the authority of political agents that drew from this
interregional latticework as a source of power (Masson 2002:21). In its place I posit
an incipient mercantile system, whereby the functional or utilitarian value of imported
commodities surpassed their prestige value (Rathje 1972, 1973, 1975; Rice 1987;
Sabloff and Rathje 1975; Sidrys 1977; Zeitlin 1982).
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The final issue in this chapter is the place of El Coyote in these wider
developments. In concluding, I observe that the community of El Coyote was able to
access commodities exchanged in the incipient mercantile system with greater success
than those in neighboring regions. This success, as measured by the volume of trade
wares and central Mexican obsidian, was not long-lived and continued into the early
eleventh century.

Chronology

In this section, I present evidence regarding the regional distribution of Early
Postclassic temporal markers and the absolute dates of the contexts from whence they
came. This evidence reveals the discrepancy between where Early Postclassic remains
have been found, and for how long the Early Postclassic modes of sociopolitical and
economic organization endured. Rather than arguing that developments in the lower
Cacaulapa valley were precocious by a century or more, I suggest that the end of the
Terminal Classic period be pushed earlier in the chronological frameworks of
northwestern Honduras to account for the new data.

Temporal Markers of the Early Postclassic
A generally agreed upon set of temporal markers has been used to identify
Early Postclassic contexts in northwestern Honduras. These markers indicate dramatic
changes in sociopolitical organization, and economic modes of acquisition,
distribution, production, and consumption. For organizational purposes, I divide these
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chronological correlates into three classes: ceramics, lithics, and settlement patterns
(including site-layout and architecture). I have discussed the manifestations of these
markers in the Northeast Complex in earlier chapters. The markers are restated here to
draw attention to similarities and contrasts with regional patterns.
The presence of trade wares such as Tohil Plumbate, Las Vegas Polychromes,
and Fine Orange ceramics have long served as a means to assign associated contexts
to the Early Postclassic. Reported in varying frequencies, these wares are
accompanied by a paucity or complete lack of the widely distributed Ulúa Polychrome
vessels that moved along Late and Terminal Classic period exchange routes. When
noted, these Early Postclassic fine wares stand in stark contrast to the locally produced
utilitarian pottery types. Although some similarities in terms of manufacturing
technique, form, and surface treatment can be cited, there is as yet no conclusive
evidence to suggest that these utilitarian wares traveled far from their sites of origin
(Manahan 2003:302). In short, Early Postclassic ceramic assemblages are
characterized by the presence of imported finewares of a distinct international flavor,
an absence of regional polychrome vessels9, and distinctive local utilitarian
assemblages comprised of unpainted surfaces and considerable variability in vessel
forms.
There are several notable differences between Classic and Postclassic lithic
assemblages in northwestern Honduras. These differences include the presence of
central Mexican obsidian, particularly obsidian mined from the Pachuca, Hidalgo
source, in conjunction with the loss of local prismatic blade production. Lithic analysts
9

Las Vegas Polychrome is a significant exception (Henderson and Beaudry-Corbett 1993).
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working in the region also note a contemporary rise in the frequency of bifacially
reduced projectile points (Aoyama 1996; Braswell and Manahan 2001). These points
are thought to coincide with the increased militarism of the Terminal Classic and Early
Postclassic periods, and may also signal a possible shift in subsistence strategies to
more hunting (Geoffrey Braswell, personal communication 2005). The Early
Postclassic lithic assemblage therefore is characterized by the presence of Mexican
obsidian, a loss of blade production, and an increase in the frequency of projectile
points.
The final temporal marker indicative of the Early Postclassic is an altered
settlement pattern. Researchers in the southern Maya region as well as northwestern
Honduras cite significant alterations in the use of space and the built environment.
Gone are the Late Classic monumental pyramids that delimit grand plazas. Built in
their place are low platforms in linear, arc, or circular arrangements with very little
functional differentiation between structures. Early Postclassic settlements are often
constructed in defensive locations and they frequently take advantage of extant
architectural complexes for building material. That is, Early Postclassic settlement
was efficiently built, well protected, and unlike Late Classic antecedents.
Taken together, these temporal markers have been used to identify Early
Postclassic contexts across northwestern Honduras. The similarity of material
assemblages is striking and elements of this complex have been identified in the Naco
valley (Urban 1993a, n.d.), the middle Ulúa valley (Schortman n.d.. Schortman et al.
1986; Urban 1993b), the lower Ulúa valley (Beaudry-Corbett et al. 1993; Joyce 1986;
1991), the Comayagua and Lake Yojoa region (Baudez and Becquelin 1973; Joesink174

Mandeville 1993; Stone 1957), and the Copán valley (Canuto 2002; Manahan 2003;
Viel 1993). That these diverse communities bore a resemblance in terms of trade
wares, imported resources, economic organization, and settlement patterning suggests
that these interactions occurred over a relatively brief and synchronized time span.
These Early Postclassic diagnostics are found throughout Southeastern
Mesoamerica but there are quantifiable differences in their manifestations. For
example, investigations in the Naco Valley yielded three Pachuca blades and an equal
number of Tohil Plumbate sherds, which stands in stark contrast to the high counts of
these materials in the El Coyote assemblage. The Middle Ulúa falls somewhere
between these two extremes; Tohil Plumbate sherds and Pachuca blades are wellrepresented but by no means abundant (Edward Schortman, personal communication
2005). These differences may in fact be the result of differing levels of participation
in the incipient mercantile economy by the communities located in these valleys. In
the following section, I present the results of radiocarbon assays collected from the
Northeast Complex and review the chronological framework of the neighboring
regions.

The Timing of the Early Postclassic
A review of the available literature reveals that there is a general consensus on
the material correlates of the Early Postclassic Period. Indeed, these temporal markers
have a wide distribution and the trade commodities, such as Tohil Plumbate pottery
(Cobean 1990; Smith 1971) and Mexican obsidian (Braswell 2003), moved across the
Mesoamerican culture area. Although scholars generally see widespread distribution
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of these markers as indicative of an increasingly integrated Mesoamerican
interregional economy, the timing of these interactions is far less certain. The regional
chronology of northwestern Honduras is illustrative of this point and the onset of the
Early Postclassic is cited as early as A.D. 950 to as late as A.D. 1100 in regions less
than 200 kilometers distant. I do not argue that the sociopolitical organization and
economic integration that is associated with the Early Postclassic occurred
simultaneously in the region. I do, however, suggest that these chronological
discrepancies reflect neither the brevity of the Early Postclassic Period nor the
integrated nature of interactions during this period. In this section, I address this lack
of synchronicity by presenting radiocarbon dates from the Northeast Complex and
outlining the critical points of disjunction in the regional chronology.
Table 10 and Figure 9 present the radiocarbon dates for charcoal samples
recovered from the Northeast Complex. The samples were collected during the 1999,
2000, and 2002 field seasons. Beta Analytic, Inc. performed all analyses. One date
(Beta – 176815) is not presented here because it falls outside the expected range for its
provenience and associated contexts. This sample, taken from the summit of Structure
220, was recovered from an unsealed context less than 20 cm below ground surface.
Dating roughly 600 years after the abandonment of the Northeast Complex, this
sample is interpreted as an intrusive deposit. The remaining ten radiocarbon dates fall
within the temporal range of the associated cultural materials.
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Table 10. Radiocarbon Dates from the Northeast Complex, El Coyote
Radiocarbon Age
BP

Calibrated
Maximum
2σ Range (A.D.)

Superstructure
(Roof Beam)
Ceramic
deposit

1030 ± 40

960 to 1040

1130 ± 40

870 to 1010

220

Preconstruction

1130 ± 40

795 to 1000

Charcoal

224

Preconstruction

1140 ± 40

790 to 990

176819

Charcoal

222

Construction
Fill

1140 ± 40

790 to 990

153726

Charcoal

163

Preconstruction

1160 ± 60

710 to 1000

176816

Charcoal

220

176817

Charcoal

218

176823

Charcoal

220

176821

Charcoal

242

Sample #

Material

Structure

176814

Charcoal

220

148752

Charcoal

224

133296

Charcoal

148753

Context

Construction
Fill
Terminal
Debris
Construction
Fill
Construction
Fill

1190 ± 40
1190 ± 40
1200 ± 40
1360 ± 90

720 to 740; 760 to
960
720 to 740; 760 to
960
710 to 910; 920 to
960
540 to 880

The results of the radiocarbon assays correspond to the range of dates derived
from material comparisons, albeit slightly earlier than reported in surrounding areas.
The calibrated intercept dates range from A.D. 860 to A.D. 1010. A single outlier
(176821) dates to A.D. 660. This early date was acquired from Structure 242, a
building thought to span the Classic to Postclassic periods at El Coyote. The material
assemblage from Structure 242 reflects the continuity of occupation and yielded
diagnostic Late Classic and Early Postclassic markers. This early date aside, most of
the intercepts fall between A.D. 860 and A.D. 960, that is, near the beginning of the
Early Postclassic Period. Based on these data and the manifestation of Early
Postclassic correlates in the Northeast Complex, the Early Postclassic maximal
occupation at El Coyote dates from A.D. 860 to A.D. 1050 or, more restrictively
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between A.D. 860 and A.D. 960. These dates suggest that cultural activity in the
Northeast Complex was both brief and seemingly early in terms of the regional
chronology.

Figure 9. Calibrated 14C ± 2σ dates from Northeast Complex

The cultural phases of northwestern Honduras are depicted in Figure 10. The
shaded boxes represent the Early Postclassic cultural complex as it was identified in
each region, based on the presence of recognized temporal markers. Although the
occupation of the Northeast Complex falls within the range of the Early Postclassic
there is a lack of uniformity across the sampled regions in terms of the beginning and
terminus of this cultural phase. Based on the comparison of material assemblages, this
disjunction may be attributed, in part, to the contingent sociopolitical interactions
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during the ninth century. For example, there is convincing evidence from the lower
Ulúa Valley and the Yoro Valley that ninth- and tenth-century interregional
interactions were geared away from western and central Honduras (Hendon and Joyce
2001; Joyce 1986). These cultural factors are undoubtedly compounded by the
particular research strategies used in each region.

Figure 10. Cultural phases of Northwest Honduras10

10

The chronological designations are based on the following sources: Cultural Periods (Healy 1984;
Sharer 1994), Naco (Urban 1993a, n.d.), Middle Ulúa (Schortman and Urban 1995; Schortman et al.
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A Refined Regional Chronology
The Terminal Classic was a phase developed for the central Maya lowlands
and referred specifically to Tikal. The Terminal Classic corresponds to Tepeu III, a
reduced ceramic complex that was very similar to the Late Classic complex but lacked
certain markers (Culbert 1993). Although the new phase designation called attention
to the loss of certain markers, it also represents continuity with the Late Classic. The
Terminal Classic phase became quickly associated with the period of Maya Collapse
in the central lowlands. In general, the Terminal Classic is used for the period of A.D.
790/800 – 1050 in the Maya lowlands, and coincides with the collapse of southern
lowlands centers as well as Chichen Itza, where the polity gained political and
economic power across the northern lowlands. The political centralization at Chichen
Itza in the northern Yucatan is therefore contemporary with the decentralization of
political power along the southern periphery of Southeastern Mesoamerica (Hendon
and Joyce 2001; Joyce 1986; Joyce and Hendon 2000; Manahan 2003; Schortman
n.d.; Urban n.d.).
Unlike the Terminal Classic, which is likely viewed a continuation of earlier
sensibilities, the Early Postclassic represents a break with these earlier models of
human interaction. The Early Postclassic is defined in terms of chronological markers
as well as new forms of sociopolitical organization. At some sites, this is dramatically
represented as the intrusion of entirely new peoples or the blending of local and
intrusive populations (Manahan 2003). Other sites yield evidence for continuity of

1986; Urban 1993b), Lower Ulúa (Beaudry-Corbett et al. 1993; Joyce 1986, 1991), and Copán (Fash et
al. 2004; Manahan 2003).
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population if not principles of organization (Joyce and Hendon 2000; Schortman et al.
1986). The important distinction is that the cultural patterns attributed to the Early
Postclassic Period are more similar to those seen in subsequent time periods rather
than antecedent periods.
Until quite recently, ascribing an absolute date to the Early Postclassic has
been problematic. Early Postclassic settlements of southeastern Mesoamerica are
ephemeral making them difficult to detect. A general disinterest in this period has
prompted most researchers to select Late Classic materials for costly radiocarbon
assays. The net effect of easily identified Classic period settlement coupled with the
difficulty of locating the low-lying Early Postclassic structures has been to project the
Terminal Classic Period ever later in time. Based on the comparison of material
assemblages and the new absolute dates at El Coyote and Copán, the problematic
chronological designation of Early Postclassic settlement in Northwest Honduras can
now be adjusted.
Given the short occupation spans of the most recently excavated Early
Postclassic settlement and the battery of new radiocarbon dates, I argue that the Early
Postclassic Period of northwestern Honduras is more accurately assigned an initiation
date between A.D. 900 and A.D. 950. The abandonment of El Coyote and reabandonment of Copán between A.D. 1100 and A.D. 1150 suggests that some sites did
not thrive into the Postclassic period. There will certainly be some debate on the
nature of these date ranges in each research area. Nevertheless, I believe they more
accurately represent the timing of sociopolitical and economic change of the
communities in this area.
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Nature of Interregional Interaction
In this section I argue that prestige-good exchange was a common Late Classic
power strategy among the elite polity leaders in northwestern Honduras. Following
the dramatic transformations of the interregional political landscape during the lateeighth and early-ninth centuries, these strategies were no longer viable. Paramount
among these changes was the rise of a mercantile economy based on the exchange of
utilitarian and trade wares. As I outline in Chapter 2, the expansion of an incipient
mercantile system would have a devastating effect on prestige-good economies, like
those located in the Cacaulapa and neighboring valleys during the Late Classic.
Foreign seekers of profit through the market exchange can unintentionally debase the
ideological foundations of political leaders by flooding the local economies with
precious and previously rare goods.
Interactions among foreign merchants and Cacaulapans constituted a personal
interaction network, however, exchange was motivated by profit and not prestige. The
supra-regional nature of interaction did not allow for the local enactment of strategies
based upon prestige interaction. Further, the particular nature in which prestige and
economic control were bound up in the region prohibited the monopolization of this
network. The El Coyote elite lost prestige and with it, much if not all, of their political
and economic control.
Prestige-good interregional interactions were an important source of power in
Classic Period Southeastern Mesoamerica, even in cases where non-elites exchanged
utilitarian goods or commodities (Blanton et al. 1993; McAnany 1993:70-71; 1995;
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Masson 2002:2, 8; Rice 1987; Sheets 2000). Polity leaders were engaged with
analogous individuals in other regions for the purpose of acquiring non-local resources
(Helms 1988; Renfrew 1986; Schortman and Urban 1991). These interactions
promoted alliances among exchange partners and simultaneously created
sociopolitical distance between leaders and the more humble populace (Schortman and
Nakamura 1991). In its most basic form, polities driven by this model of power consist
of two sociopolitical tiers, those who participate in interactions at a distance and those
who do not.
A series of sociopolitical, ideological, and economic sources of power are
attributed to this mode of organization. Two of these sources of power are most
crucial here. The first is the ideological basis for sociopolitical authority built upon
the possession of foreign, exotic, or supernatural objects (Demarest 1992). Those with
authority enjoy the advantages of their structural position, namely ties to the
supernatural and clear insignia of their hegemonic priority, which are visible sources
of power (Foucault 1980; Giddens 1979; Mann 1986). These sources of power are
concentrated in the hands of a small segment of society who, have exclusive control
over certain avenues of political action (Blanton et al. 1996). In practice, these leaders
enact power strategies that extract labor and surpluses from the populace and solidify
their position of authority through the construction of monumental precincts,
sponsored feasts, and the calculated redistribution of resources (Earle 1987, 1997).
Success is dependent upon the ability to manipulate these sources of power, while
excluding competitors from the elite-exchange network.
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Second, I posit that the political economy of prestige-good exchange creates a
specific type of economic organization. Classic Period economies in Southeastern
Mesoamerica are interpreted as decentralized, unadministered, and organized at the
household level, or “disjunctive” (Masson 2002:2). Economic aspects of society
controlled by the elite are geared to the production of exotic goods for exchange with
other elites or control over the distribution of goods in markets or market-like settings
(Freidel 1981). Furthermore, the producers of these goods are attached to elite
households, thus removing skilled artisans from the community (Brumfiel and Earle
1987).
At the local scale, two aspects of the economy can be identified. The first was
decentralized and geared to the community. The elite tightly controlled the second, the
products of which were destined for exchange with elites in the regional or
interregional system. Presence of this pattern is widely identified by the restricted
distribution of elite wares and the diffuse distribution of locally produced utilitarian
goods. This is not to say that the elite and common facets of society did not interact.
Certainly, elites used foreign goods to ensnare local clients in debt relations, thus
integrating and even transforming the local economy. Client-patron relationships of
this sort are fragile and, if pressed, clients will initiate a rupture in these relations and
revert to their decentralized subsistence economies.
Late Classic southeastern Mesoamerica can be characterized as a tightly linked
elite interaction network within a broader and more loosely integrated economy. Elite
power was centralized or concentrated, drawing on ideology and supra-local personal
connections. Power was not limited to this elite stratum, however. Economic
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autonomy of the household provided a diffuse source of power (Scott 1985). The
successful manipulation of readily available resources promoted rural community
heads to competitive positions of authority (Schortman and Urban 1994; Urban n.d.).
These aspiring leaders were able to convert their economically won capital and, once
they acquired the appropriate symbols of elite identity, they could enter into elite
exchange networks in their own right. It was through this fractious process that the
landscape became littered with small-scale, yet centralized societies and social
factions during the Terminal Classic Period (Joyce and Hendon 2000).
By contrast, the Early Postclassic was not characterized by prestige-good
exchanges. Interregional connections, in fact, extended well beyond those in
preceding phases and, on the local scale, appear to have integrated all segments of
society. Indeed, mercantile rather than ideological forces drove the Early Postclassic
Mesoamerican world (Freidel 1986b; Smith and Berdan 2000:285). Based on the
lower population densities in northwestern Honduras, I qualify this new international
economy as incipient and poorly developed, although structurally different from a
prestige economy.
Three elements of the Early Postclassic economy are of particular relevance.
First, there were structural changes at the point of production for trade wares and
commodities. Two examples of this restructuring are Tohil Plumbate pottery and
obsidian from the Pachuca source of central Mexico. The presence of these imports in
the lower Cacaulapa valley draws further attention to the place of El Coyote in the
interregional economy of Southeast Mesoamerica. Tohil Plumbate pottery was
exchanged regionally then interregionally at the beginning of the Early Postclassic
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Period (Neff 1989, 1999; Neff and Bishop 1988). A similar intensification of
production occurred in the north end of the Valley of Mexico. Evidence from Tollan
Phase Tula suggests that the extraction of obsidian and production of prismatic blades
increased dramatically at this time (Healan 1993; Healan et al. 1983). Furthermore, the
new chronological assessments of these developments at Tula (Braswell 2003:321,
note 2) coincide with the appearance of Early Postclassic temporal markers in the
lower Cacaulapa valley. Second, these commodities were given wide and rapid
distribution because trade networks were gravitating toward waterborne commerce as
indicated by shifts in settlement patterns to coastal and riverside locales. Finally,
participation in market exchange can be inferred from the distribution of imports in all
segments of the local economy (Hirth 1988a). The identification of these material
correlates across northwestern Honduras during the ninth and tenth centuries suggests
that many community members were able to access this burgeoning mercantile
economy. Nevertheless, access to the market system did not result in the development
of profit, or gross differences in wealth, within the Northeast Complex.
So, how did these interregional changes impact the power strategies at El
Coyote? Without exclusive access to exchange partners, elites lost their primary
source of power. This new restraint would have rocked the foundation of structural
power in the lower Cacaulapa valley. Reigning chiefs would have been hard-pressed
to maintain control over surpluses and labor without the ideological capital imported
from quickly vanishing trade partners (Kipp and Schortman 1989). I believe that it
was in this environment of elite strife that a competing faction at El Coyote devised an
alternative system of organization centered on the Northeast Complex.
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Contemporary with (or immediately following) the failing elite-networks was
the intrusion of the mercantile economy. Although exchange of commodities was
conducted between individuals, there is no evidence to suggest that partnerships were
exclusive; quite the opposite appears to be the case. Access to imports was generally
open and there is no division between elite and non-elite assemblages in terms of nonlocal commodities. The accumulation of wealth occurred beyond the region,
suggesting that the foreign merchants, not the local Cacaulapans, profited from this
interaction. During previous eras, possession of imports was representative of ties to
the supernatural or, at the very least, ties to powerful allies beyond the region. It was
the exclusivity of these elite goods and the cost of acquiring them that gave them their
value (Masson 2002:6). This source of power was kept beyond the grasp of the
common Cacaulapan. The mercantile economy provided no such leverage for chiefly
endeavors.
Perhaps the more crucial question is why did a corporate group emerge from
contact with a mercantile system? This novel situation must have provided an
entrepreneurial opportunity to usurp ruling chiefs or, conversely, to suppress
competing factions. In order for such a gambit to succeed, an entrepreneur would
require a valuable resource to monopolize. With control over a tradable commodity
extant elites or wily competitors would acquire significant wealth, which in turn, could
be used as a source of power. Nevertheless , there was no exploitable resource in the
lower Cacaulapa valley that was suitable for exchange, or if there was it was not
controlled by any segment of the community. Copper, is one intriguing possibility,
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but recent dates from the southeast area of El Coyote place copper working at A.D.
1600, after the Spanish conquest.
In the absence of centralized sources of power the only sources remaining were
diffuse and structured at the household level. Perhaps as a response to the failure of
prestige interaction strategies, exclusive sources of power were not sought. In their
place corporate strategies were implemented. The corporate group offers a
substantially different model of organization and is not simply a Late Classic
hierarchy with the elite-veneer removed. All households in the Northeast Complex
reveal evidence for participation in the mercantile economy. Productive endeavors
were managed at the household level for household consumption. The religious needs
of community members were met within the structure of the household or, were
attended to by a ritual specialist (who could not exchange his ritual authority for
political power). Community-wide ceremonies, festivals, and public works show no
evidence for individual aggrandizement. In sum, the principles that promoted
sociopolitical inequality were negated at Early Postclassic El Coyote.

Conclusion
Throughout this chapter I have set out to place the founding and occupation of
the Northeast Complex in a broad culture-historical framework. It is clear from the
presence of Early Postclassic temporal markers that the inhabitants of El Coyote
participated in far-flung exchange networks. The similar assemblages noted at
neighboring centers are suggestive of the chronological synchronicity of these
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archaeological communities. Review of the available literature suggests that a refined
regional chronology places the beginning of the Early Postclassic of northwestern
Honduras to A.D. 900/950, with the abandonment of some sites at A.D. 1150. This
reassessment places the Early Postclassic Period somewhat earlier than has been
posited for the region. More importantly, this refined chronology suggests that the last
few centuries of the El Coyote community was contemporary with burgeoning
mercantile economy; an economy that made untenable modes of power grounded in
prestige interaction. It was in this regional transformation that a power strategy based
on a corporate group met with some brief success.
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CHAPTER 7 – CONCLUSIONS
In the final chapter of this dissertation, I conclude with a summary of the
interpretations presented in the preceding chapters. I first highlight the more
important conclusions drawn from the Northeast Complex data. Based on the
Northeast Complex evidence, I argue that the Early Postclassic Period along the
southern frontier of Southeast Mesoamerica began earlier than is represented in
current chronological frameworks. Some sites in northwestern Honduras, which
exhibit Early Postclassic assemblages, are abandoned by A.D. 1050/1100 suggesting
that for a few communities the cultural pattern was short-lived. Further, the nature of
power relations at El Coyote during this period contrasted sharply with earlier modes
of political economy. During the late-ninth century, power strategies shift away from
the exchange of prestige-goods between elites and toward a corporate organization,
which suppresses the personalized bids for power so closely tied to rulership in the
Classic Period in the non-Maya region of northwestern Honduras. These findings
have broad implications for the study of the Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic
Periods in Southeast Mesoamerica, and past societies more generally.
Early Postclassic Chronology
A conservative assessment of the Northeast Complex occupation dates from
A.D. 860 to A.D. 1050. This chronological designation is based on numerous relative

and absolute lines of evidence. The quantity of widely recognized temporal markers
190

identified across the Northeast Complex is indicative of participation in Early
Postclassic interregional trade networks. These markers include imported fine-ware
ceramics, interregionally traded obsidian, and alterations to the architectural
organization of El Coyote. Perhaps more important are the new absolute dates
provided by the radiocarbon assays that place the initiation of Early Postclassic
building endeavors near the end of the ninth century. These designations further
demonstrate that the occupation of the Northeast Complex was relatively brief,
perhaps lasting little longer than a century.
In Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, I discussed the composition and distribution of
Early Postclassic temporal markers in the Northeast Complex. Restated briefly here,
the results of ceramic analysis reveal a characteristic Early Postclassic assemblage.
The ceramic collection consists of a small, but ubiquitous, amount of Tohil Plumbate
pottery and Las Vegas Polychromes. Noticeably absent are Fine Orange wares, and
Ulúa Polychromes are noted in trace amounts, found mostly in fill or mixed contexts.
The frequencies of these types correspond well with the fluorescence of the Tohil
Plumbate and Las Vegas Polychrome vessels and the waning of Ulúa Polychromes
and Fine Orange types in northwestern Honduras. The remaining ceramic
complement consists of a distinctive local utilitarian assemblage comprised of
unpainted surfaces and considerable variability in vessel form.
These ceramic comparisons correspond well with the other chronological
indicators. The Northeast Complex lithic assemblage consists of a relatively high
proportion of obsidian from Mexican sources, a dramatic rise in the presence of
bifacially worked projective points, and a complete absence of evidence for prismatic
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blade production. Furthermore, finished blades exhibit attributes commonly
associated with the Early Postclassic, namely ground platforms and a cessation of lipoverhang removal (see Appendix II). Designation of Early Postclassic occupation is
also supported by a dramatically altered settlement pattern. Not only do site-planning
principles shift away from the use of monumental pyramids to delimit orthogonal
plazas, but the very organization of residential, ritual, and public space undergoes
significant revision. In short, the material evidence from the Northeast Complex
conforms to a widely recognized material pattern and drastically altered cultural
practices seen as indicative of the Early Postclassic Period.
Exact chronological designation of this period is far less certain, however. As
I presented in Chapter 6, the absolute dates for the Early Postclassic cultural pattern
vary widely in northwestern Honduras. This discrepancy is due to multiple factors,
not the least of which is the lack of clearly defined Early Postclassic materials
recovered in association with good absolute dates. Radiocarbon assays from the
Northeast Complex and elsewhere (Manahan 2003:339), stand to revise this
chronological discord. Cultural patterns of the type represented at El Coyote should
now be assigned to the late ninth century through the early eleventh century. The
pattern at El Coyote can more specifically be dated to the early half of that range.
There does, however, remain significant variation in the manifestation of this
pattern at reported sites. For example, investigations in the Naco valley yielded a
paucity of Early Postclassic temporal markers, which is notable in comparison with
the El Coyote assemblage. Other sites in the region tend to fall between these two
extremes. While there is undoubtedly a slight chronological component to this
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variation, I argue that the expression of these differences may be tied to the particular
identity-building practices noted along this frontier dating to the Classic Period
(Schortman and Nakamura 1991). Teasing apart the chronological variations from the
sociopolitical strategies in this region is sorely needed objective for future research.

Power Strategies at El Coyote
This dissertation deals generally with power relations in archaeological
communities, and specifically with the nature of ninth- and tenth-century power
relations at El Coyote. Following the first season of excavation in the Northeast
Complex my initial interpretation of this time span was one of dramatic regional and
interregional transformation, which allowed individuals and groups at El Coyote an
opportunity to realign the structure of extant power relations (McFarlane 2001; Urban
2000). Although my preliminary findings indicated an Early Postclassic template that
differed significantly from those reported in Late and Terminal Classic Periods, I saw
a continuity of social inequality and regional hierarchy. In short, the prestige economy
continued, although the chiefly actors had changed. In order to highlight the actions
of these individuals and groups, an interpretive framework based on power strategies
offered utility and sensitivity to data at multiple scales of analysis. Furthermore, the
less-complex polities south of the southeastern Mesoamerican frontier seemed a
perfect laboratory setting to test an archaeological approached based on political
hegemony.
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Now, several years distant from my initial assumptions, my interpretation of
the political economy in the lower Cacaulapa valley has benefited from this
interpretive framework. Although the Early Postclassic was without doubt a time of
cultural transformations, the local strategies to manipulate power relations did not
conform to the principles set forth in the Classic Period. Indeed, the prestige economy
was replaced by a corporate strategy in conjunction with an expanding, although
incipient mercantile economy.
During the Early Postclassic, political organization in the lower Cacaulapa
valley was remarkably non-hierarchical. Survey and excavation data indicate that
local and imported resources were equally distributed, and more importantly,
concentrations of resources, be they staple surpluses or exotic preciosities, were not
identified in association with private residences. Within the Northeast Complex,
discrete households show little variation in terms of construction technique and
materials or internal organization. Communal labor was directed to public endeavors,
and individual families seemingly had little sway over organized labor. These
evidential lines suggest that whatever distinctions existed in prestige and status did not
convey outright control over the labor and resources of the community. Therefore,
power may not have been equally shared, but perhaps control over labor and resources
was.
This pattern differs significantly from its Classic Period antecedents as well as
from political organizations in surrounding valleys. Researchers in the Naco and
middle-Ulúa valleys, as well as, the Sula Plain cite a distinctive “heterarchical”
regional political economy throughout this era (Fox, J.G. 1996; Joyce and Hendon
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2000; Schortman 2001; Schortman et al. 1986; Urban and Schortman 2004). These
studies find that control over exclusive trading partners began to waiver during the
ninth century, thus giving rise to multiple regional magnates. As the head of a small
community, these chiefs could increase their power through personal charisma,
external ties, or control over means of production or distribution. This process gave
rise to a landscape filled with many communities of similar size and organization.
Although individuals rose to lead their own community, none could augment their
sources of power to gain hegemonic control over the entire valley or region.
The presence of heterarchical arrangements in the surrounding valleys raises
the issue of why a similar pattern did not arise in the lower Cacaulapa valley. Perhaps
the narrow and rugged topography of the valley precluded the rise of multiple chiefs.
Unlike the broad expanses of the surrounding valleys, the narrow Cacaulapa valley
offers few tracts of level terrain. Without the benefit of suitable intermediary space, it
is unlikely that potential competitive factions could arise. Furthermore, the nucleated
settlement of El Coyote created a sociopolitical barrier to population fissioning. Others
have cited this pattern as evidence for strategies of control over a surplus producing
populace (Roscoe 1993; Urban et al 1999; Wells 2003). These combined natural and
social barriers contributed to the lack of heterarchical settlement within the valley.
Nonetheless, the forces promoting a non-hierarchical political organization at
El Coyote were manifold. The available sources of power within the prestige
economy were severed by contact with an incipient mercantile system, because rulers
who depend on a monopoly over the acquisition, production, and distribution of
prestige goods are frequently unable to sustain control in the face of market exchange
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(Kipp and Schortman 1989). The simple prestige economy devolved as a result of this
contact and reduced sociopolitical and economic hierarchies in the Cacaulapa valley.
The presence of widely traded commodities, such as Tohil Plumbate and Las Vegas
Polychrome pottery, alongside Mexican obsidian, indicates that El Coyote was one
node within this interregional network. Unlike other polities, where power was gained
through the control of resources or transportation technology, no one at El Coyote was
able to benefit disproportionately from these new trade connections. With the power
of Classic Period elite waning and no challenging faction able to rise, Early
Postclassic El Coyote represents a brief phase of political and economic equality
before the site was completely abandoned.
The changes precipitated by the loss of the prestige economy had a
transformative effect on the nature of leadership. Late Classic chiefs led through
public ritual, participation in exclusive trading relationships, and sponsored feasts.
These sources of power were centralized and created distance between the rulers and
the ruled, while simultaneously binding all levels of the community through the
reproduction of the social order. Leadership, therefore, was personalized because an
individual was promoted due to his interregional ties, local strategies for advancement,
and charisma. This personalized rule was abandoned during the Early Postclassic.
Indeed, the ninth- and tenth-century evidence indicates a movement away from
centralized sources of power. In their stead, diffuse sources of power were sought,
which emphasized community solidarity and strength of the corporate group over the
individual. This represents a completely new model of diminished power rather than
simply an oscillation between competing factions.
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The brief occupation of the Northeast Complex suggests that a political
economy driven by corporate strategies alone may not provide long-term stability, in
spite of its early success, especially when face with more complex hierarchical
systems. The founding of the Northeast Complex is tied to the construction of
Structure 220 and the Ballcourt. These buildings represent a massive investment of
labor and resources, likely incorporating much, if not all, of the late ninth-century
community. Not only did these two structures serve as the focus of community-wide
administrative and commercial activities, but also they dwarfed all other Early
Postclassic construction efforts at the site. Moreover, there is little evidence to suggest
that further community building efforts resulted in public architecture at this scale.
Whether the need for more public architecture was absent or the motivation for
continued labor could not be mustered, it is clear that recurring construction of
monumental architecture was not part of the Early Postclassic template.
I do not argue, however, that leaders who drew from centralized sources of
power were unknown in the Northeast Complex. It appears that the maintenance of a
ritual storehouse, Structure 217, provided an ideological anchor for the community.
Concentrations of imported fine wares, heirlooms, ritual paraphernalia, and other
commodities were identified in association with this structure. This evidence
corresponds well with models of communal storehouses in corporate groups (Earle
2001; Peregrine 2001). There is evidence in the form of censer fragments, an ash
deposit, and restricted entrance to the building to suggest Structure 217 was the locus
of private rituals, perhaps conducted by ritual specialists. Control over entry to this
structure, and the knowledge of practices conducted within its walls, would provide a
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centralized source of power for these specialists. Excavations in the surrounding
structures revealed them to be of slightly higher quality of construction and contain a
greater density of fine artifacts, suggesting that proximity to Structure 217 may be tied
to status and prestige. These centralized sources of power are in opposition to the
diffuse sources of power that are fundamental to corporate groups. It is clear from the
Northeast Complex evidence that these slight differences in prestige and status did not
become long-term structures of inequality. Furthermore, this study reveals a picture of
power relations, wherein power, status, and prestige inequalities are not always
indicated by marked material differences in the archaeological record.
The central objective of this dissertation is to illustrate the utility of forming
archaeological interpretation from the perspective of power strategies. This approach
recognizes that societies of the past – as well as those of today – are not constructed of
bounded, impermeable units. Societies are formed by the actions of knowledgeable
agents who were influenced by varied and conflicting forces. These interactions form
a changing set of power imbalances as actors strive to negotiate their roles through
time and context. An interpretive framework based on power creates a multiscalar
approach to individuals, groups, communities, and interaction networks of the past.
Neither interregional nor household scales are given priority, but rather, all points
along this continuum are considered crucial for the interpretation of past societies.
This study has demonstrated that the identification of conflicting power strategies and
the outcome of these practices are accessible through the material remains of past
societies. Moreover, this approach provides a holistic view of human interaction and,
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as such, should be the focus of future research on the organization of sociopolitical
and economic dynamics in complex societies.
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APPENDIX I – STRUCTURE SUMMARIES
The Northeast Complex is composed of 131 surface-visible structures, 26 of
these were excavated during the 2000 and 2002 field seasons (see Figure 11).
Selection of test structures was contingent upon two goals. The first was to collect
artifactual and architectural data associated with Northeast Complex monumental
architecture through intensive areal excavations. Second, information on
chronological, material, and functional pattering was to be maximized by an extensive
test sampling strategy of Northeast Complex structures and associated debris. As
excavations progressed, it became clear that tenth-century contexts were in
exceptionally shallow contexts and the second goal was augmented to include more
extensive coverage of specific structures. With the exception of probes to test for
sterile strata, excavations rarely penetrated 20 cm below ground surface (here after,
CMBS). In total, 2135 m2 were opened producing the data set for this research.

Structure Summary Format
Structure summaries are organized to highlight the articulation of excavated
contexts to architectural and stratigraphic units. Each structure summary is organized
in six sections. Section one is an introduction to the structure and excavation
methodology. The introduction will include the structure number, goals of the
excavation, the position within the built and natural landscape, the sequential exposure
of architectural elements, the corresponding artifact contexts, a presentation of scope
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and scale of excavation, duration of excavation, and size of excavation crew. Section
two is a table summarizing the activities and associated contexts resulting in the
construction, occupation, alteration, and abandonment of each structure. Section three
is the body of the structure summary. This section includes a detailed description of
the natural and cultural deposits associated with the structure. Each deposit is
numbered from latest to oldest, that is, the most recent context is assigned the lowest
number. Section three is order chronologically: initial construction is presented first –
abandonment and collapse is presented last. A brief description of the structure is
presented at the conclusion of each chronological phase. Section four is a concluding
summary, which presents a narrative history of the structure and its relationship to
surrounding structures. This section includes information on basal dimension, internal
division, activity areas, and orientation. Section five is a tabular presentation of the
artifact counts (as seen in the field) summarized by contexts. Detailed description of
each artifact class is found elsewhere, section five tables are meant as a summary and
quick reference related to each structure. Section six presents all formal drawings and
relevant photos of architectural units described in sections three and four.

Structure Summary Terminology
In an effort to maintain consistency between excavations in other areas of the site,
all Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa summaries utilize the same terminology. The
terminology originated with the Tikal Project and has evolved with subsequent
research projects in the Guatemala and Honduras. This terminology is defined below.
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Time Span. Time span is a discrete period of activity identified within an
excavated area. Pre-construction soil deposition, construction/alteration of
architecture, architectural collapse, abandonment, and post-occupational deposition all
constitute time spans. Occasionally time spans may be compressed as with the preconstruction deposition of soil and initial construction or abandonment and collapse.
Construction Unit. A construction unit is any purposely-built element of
architecture that contributes to the overall edifice. Walls, shelves, benches, steps,
terraces, platforms, foundations, floor and so forth are all construction units.
Stratum. A stratum is a discrete level of soil. Strata may be the result of natural or
cultural forces.
Feature. A feature is anything resulting from cultural activity but was not
purposefully made by people. Architectural tumble and midden are the most common
features. This category is also a “catch-all” and may include ambiguous architectural
elements or strata.
Operation Number. An operation number is a code referring to investigations
carried out within a particular area. Small sites throughout the Cacaulapa Valley are
subsumed under a single operation number while a discrete operation number
distinguishes clusters of presumably related structures within larger sites.
Sub-operation. Sub-operation refers to an alphabetic code designating a division
within the operation; typically, a specific excavation context such as an axial trench or
lateral excavation.
Excavation Unit. An excavation unit is the smallest discrete horizontal context
identified in the field. One-meter square units divided into 10 – 20 cm levels are the
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most common excavation unit. These units are placed in a grid over the structure.
Excavation unit size may vary, typically in increments of one-meter square units (i.e.
1x2 meter, 2x2 meter, etc.)11.
Lot. Lots are the most basic unit for dividing excavated material. Lots, and lot
numbers, may refer to an artifact scatter collected on the surface or to all of the
material collected from a specific horizontal and vertical space within an excavation
unit.
Operation/Sub-operation/Lot System. The operation/sub-operation/lot system is a
referential code for determining the exact location from which artifacts were collected.
Each artifact is assigned a code defined by the Operation, Sub-Operation, and Lot in
which it was recovered. This code will then follow the artifact throughout processing,
analysis, and storage. For example, the code 41H/002 indicates the collection of
artifacts was recovered from a structure in Operation 41, in Sub-operation H, and Lot
2.
In addition to the standard project terminology, the structures summarized
throughout this appendix share common construction material and idiosyncratic
terminology. Building material, although particular to the Northeast Complex was
remarkably uniform. Common terms and references to scale are presented below:
Summit. Summit refers to the upper level of a platform or interior of a surfacelevel structure. In contexts outside of the Northeast Complex, a distinction is made
between surface-level structures and edifices supported by basal platforms.
11

Excavations conducted during the 2000 field season are a notable exception to this rule. Structures
161, 163, 223, and 224 were excavated in much larger units. Natural and cultural contexts were
identified in the field and associated artifacts were consolidated in the field. Under the 2000
methodology, entire midden deposits or fill episodes were collected as excavation units.
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Construction techniques within the Northeast Complex rarely incorporate basal
platforms. Indeed, the most common technique was to construct robust wall-supports
and fill the interior with a thin layer of packed earth. While this technically creates a
raised platform it pales in comparison with the Late Classic multi-tiered platforms in
the Main Plaza.
Bajareque. Bajareque is the burned earth associated with wattle-and-daub
architecture. Typically red in color, bajareque is often marked with woven stick and
grass impressions.
River-rounded cobble, small. Small cobbles refer to unmodified construction
material of basalt mined from the margins and bed of the Cacaulapa River measuring
no more than 10 to 20 centimeters in diameter.
River-rounded cobble, medium. These unmodified cobbles of basalt average 20
centimeters by 30 centimeters by 30 centimeters.
River-rounded cobble, large. Large unmodified cobbles of basalt measure
more the 50 centimeters in length and width.
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Figure 11. Map of Northeast Complex noting the excavated structures.
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Structure 217
Structure 217 (Figure 12) is a surface level building located in the southeast
quadrant of the Northeast Complex. Excavations were initiated to complement
investigations of Structure 208 built 20 meters to the south. As excavations
progressed it became clear that Structure 217 was a non-residential building. Indeed,
the construction technique, organization, and artifactual assemblage of Structure 217
are suggestive of a ritual space and the building is the focus of architecture in this area
of the Northeast Complex. The built environment circumscribes this structure. Access
to Structure 217 may be gained from the southwest between Structure 218 and
Structure 208. Structure 218 and the raised patio upon which it was built are located
15 meters to the west of Structure 217. Structure 208 lies 10 meters to the south
overlooking the steep decline to the Cacaulapa River and the western flood plain. A
second point of access to Structure 217 is much broader, 30 meters between the north
end of Structure 220 and Structure 216. There is no surface-visible intermediary
architecture in this area and it likely served as the most frequented entry to this
quadrant of the Northeast Complex. As with all other structures in the Northeast
Complex, Structure 217 was built on a level plateau. The structure is set well away
from the edge and is blocked from view by surrounding architecture.
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Excavations of Structure 217 began with an axial trench running 25º west of
north. This trench was an extension of the Structure 208 axial trench12. Excavations
within the axial trench were designated as Sub-operation C; excavations to the east
and west were designated Sub-operation H and Sub-operation D, respectively. A twoman crew, beginning 4 February and ending 15 May, cleared 102.5 m2. The
excavations of this structure were generally shallow although probes were carried to
maximum depths of 40 CMBS within the structure and 25 CMBS beyond the structure
limits. Excavations revealed a minimum of six time spans related to Structure 217
(Table 11). The maximum basal dimensions of Structure 217 are 13.0 meters north to
south by 8.75 meters east to west (Figure 13). Due to time constraints, the limits of
Structure 217 were never exposed however; a minimum of 95% was exposed prior to
the final day of excavation.
Initial excavations of Structure 217 were conducted under the direction of
Meghan Kerley. Excavations were completed by William McFarlane. Architectural
and artifactual patterns formed the basis of our paper presented at the annual meeting
of the Society for American Archaeology (Kerley and McFarlane 2003). The structure
summary presented below is due in large part to her insightful research.

12

Alignment of the axial trench was derived from Structure 208. The dimensions and orientation of
Structure 217 were unclear prior to excavation and it was thought that this minor structure shared its
alignment with the largest and closest building in the area, Structure 208. As excavations progressed it
became clear that these two structures did not share alignment, nor were they oriented towards each
other.
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Table 11. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 217
Time Span
1
2
3
4
5
6

Activity
Abandonment and Collapse
Addition of southern wall-support
Exterior support to junction of room
Construction of southern room
Exterior support to north wall
Initial construction, northern room

Const. Unit
1
2
3–7
8
9 – 15

Stratum
1
1
1
1
1
1, 2, 3

Feature
1
2
2
2
2
2, 3

Time Span 6
The earliest construction activity associated with Structure 217 occurred during
Time Span 6. The key architectural elements built during this period formed a singleroom, surface-level structure. A large bench filled the western quarter of the room and
two circular constructions were placed within the remaining floor space. The interior
arrangement of space is unlike that of any other structure within the Northeast
Complex, although the construction techniques and materials are those typically used
here.
Two strata were in place prior to the construction of Structure 217 (Figure 14).
Stratum 3 is a sterile layer identified throughout the Northeast Complex. This stratum
is composed of very dark gray (5 YR 3/1) clay with inclusions of decomposing
limestone bedrock. Stratum 3 was identified at 30 CMBS in a probe near the center of
the structure. All other excavations were terminated prior to exposing this layer.
Stratum 2 is the prehistoric natural ground surface. The ancient ground surface is now
a stratum of very dark gray (7.5 YR 3/1) clay with few inclusions. The same probe
revealed that Stratum 2 lies 25 CMBS near the center of excavations. Excavations in
and around Structure 217 were terminated when this stratum was encountered. The
shallow depth of these strata speaks to the absence of cultural activity in the area prior
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to the construction of Structure 217. Stratum 1 is a layer of topsoil and eolian
sediment. This layer consists of reddish black (2.5 YR 2.15/1) loam with inclusions of
small roots throughout. Stratum 1 overlays the entire structure and varies in thickness
from 15 cm to 0 cm where the architecture and fall of Structure 217 emerges from
below.
Two features result from cultural activities related to Time Span 6. Feature 3
is a dark gray (5 YR 4/1) lens of sandy clay ash distributed throughout the interior of
what would become the north room of Structure 217. The lens was noted between 10
and 20 CMBS. Given the density of incensarios and incensario fragments associated
with this structure (Table 12), Feature 3 is likely the result of frequent dumping of ash
from these objects. Feature 2 is a midden deposit found within and beyond the limits
of Structure 217. The midden consists of a wide variety of artifacts such as, chipped
stone tools, pestles, imported ceramics, incensarios, figurines, shell, and beads.
Feature 2 was noted along the base of all exterior walls but higher concentrations were
recorded near the northern end of the structure. This feature is distributed throughout
Stratum 1. Activities that created these features were not limited to Time Span 6 but,
rather, continued in subsequent time spans.
Seven construction units define Structure 217 during Time Span 6 (Figure 13).
Construction Units 15, 14, 13, and 12 define the exterior walls and permanent
furniture. Construction Unit 15 is a broad, low-lying bench that also serves as the
western wall of the structure. The unit measures 5.2 meters in length and averages 3.5
meters wide. The bench stands 0.3 meters tall and is aligned 13º west of north.
Construction Unit 15 is composed of a facing made up of medium-sized cobbles and
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filled with a mix of small and medium-sized cobbles. Traces of bajareque noted
during excavation suggest that the stones once supported an earthen upper wall that
was subsequently burnt.
Construction Unit 14 is the southern wall of the structure. During Time Span
6, the southern wall would have measured 6.0 meters in length. Subsequent
construction efforts removed the westernmost 2.4 meters of the wall at the junction
with Construction Unit 15. The wall averages 0.75 meters wide and is constructed of
medium-sized cobbles loosely set in place. The single course of stone stands 0.25
meters tall and is aligned 68º east of north. Construction Unit 14 connects with
Construction Unit 13 to form the southeast corner of the structure during this time
span.
Construction Unit 13 is the east wall of the structure. This unit was partially
exposed by excavation, so measurements were derived by extrapolation from the north
and south walls. Construction Unit 13 measures 4.0 meters long, 0.25 meters wide,
and 0.25 meters tall. The wall is a single line of medium-sized cobbles set 23º west of
north. Construction Unit 13 and Construction Unit 12 join to form the northeast
corner of the structure. Construction Unit 12 is the north wall of Structure 217. This
north wall, as ephemeral as the east and south walls of the structure, measures 5.5
meters long and abuts the northeast corner of Construction Unit 15. The north wall is
barely a single line of stones averaging 0.3 meters wide and 0.2 meters tall.
Construction Unit 12 is aligned 76º east of north. A small shelf was added to
Construction Unit 15 after the construction of the north wall. This shelf, Construction
Unit 9 abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 15 and Construction Unit 12 at
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their intersection. Construction Unit 9 is a simple rectangular element, measuring 1.75
meters long, 1.1meters wide, and standing 0.25 meters tall. The shelf was constructed
from flat-sided medium-sized cobbles and is aligned 76º east of north. Together, these
construction units define a surface level building measuring 5.2 meters north to south
and 9.0 meters east to west.
Two circular construction units were built within this single-roomed structure.
The function of these units is unclear though, given the nature of the artifactual
assemblage collected from Structure 217, they likely served as a focal point for ritual
activity13. Construction Unit 11 is the larger of the two features and has a maximum
diameter of 2.5 meters and minimum diameter of 1.9 meters. The oval feature is
formed of a single line of medium-sized stones standing less than 0.25 meters above
the floor. The southern margin of the unit abuts the interior facing of Construction
Unit 14. Construction Unit 10 is located in the southeastern corner of the room 1.4
meters to the east of Construction Unit 11. The smaller of the two, this unit has a
maximum diameter of 1.75 meters and minimum diameter of 1.25 meters. These
construction units share a remarkable symmetry. The minimum diameter of each unit
ranges between 71% and 76% of the maximum diameter and both units are aligned 28º
west of north. What this says about ritual activity during the ninth and tenth centuries
is unclear, but it should be noted.
At the conclusion of Time Span 6, Structure 217 consisted of a single-roomed
structure with basal dimensions of 5.2 meters by 9.0 meters. A bench and two oval
13

A probe into Construction Unit 11 produced a cached figurine (see pp xx). A
similar probe into Construction Unit 10, however, did not produce similar results, as
no cache was identified.
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construction units demarcated the interior space of this building. A formal entrance to
the structure was not identified along the west, north, or east walls, suggesting a
southern threshold. If the entrance was along this wall, Structure 217 was oriented to
the south and Structure 208.

Time Span 5
Construction during Time Span 5 was limited to the addition of an exterior
support to the north wall of Structure 217. Construction Unit 8 is an irregularly
shaped addition to the northern exterior. The support consists of two segments. The
first is a line of stones running parallel with the northern facing of Construction Unit
15 and Construction Unit 12. This segment is 1.9 meters long and begins 1.1 meters
east of the northwest corner of the structure. Composed of small to medium-sized
cobble this segment is 0.35 meters wide and stands 0.25 meters tall. The second
segment of Construction Unit 8 is a three-sided box near the midpoint of the north
wall of Structure 217. The box measures 2.0 meters long and 0.9 meters wide. A
space 1.25 by 0.45 meters is created between Construction Unit 12 and Construction
Unit 8. Both segments of this construction unit share alignment with Construction
Unit 12, 76º east of north. The construction of this unit served to create additional
support to the failing north wall of Structure 217. This was a brief maintenance phase
in the occupation of the structure and the distribution of associated occupational debris
would be limited to Stratum 1.

212

Time Span 4
Construction efforts during this time span resulted in the addition of a second
room to Structure 217. The room is an extension projecting from the south wall of the
structure. The construction of the south room created an additional 20.7 m2 of space
within the structure. Cultural materials deposited during this phase are designated as
Feature 2 and distributed throughout Stratum 1.
The southern room consists of five construction units. Construction Unit 7
marks the formal doorway between the northern and southern chambers of Structure
217. Construction Unit 7 is 1.1 meters long, 0.5 meters wide, and stands 0.15 meters
tall. Built of small, rounded and angular cobbles, this unit spans the space between the
southeast corner of Construction Unit 15 and Construction Unit 14 at an alignment of
68º east of north. Construction Unit 6 and Construction Unit 14 abut Construction
Unit 7 to form the northeast and northwest corners of the southern chamber.
Construction Unit 6 is the west wall of the southern chamber. The wall is 6.0 meters
long, 0.6 meters wide, and stands 0.25 meters tall. Angled stones of medium size
were the principle building material. The wall is aligned 14º west of north, roughly the
same as the interior facing of Construction Unit 14. Entrance to the southern chamber
was gained 0.9 meters from the southern termination of this unit. This threshold is
marked on the exterior by Construction Unit 3 and on the interior by a large flat-sided
stone. The junction of Construction Unit 6, Construction Unit 7, and Construction
Unit 14 mark the southwest interior corner of the north chamber and the northwest
interior corner of the south chamber.
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Construction Unit 6 abuts the north facing of Construction Unit 4 to form the
southwest interior corner of the south chamber. Construction Unit 5 is the east wall of
the southern chamber. The east wall is 7.2 meters long, 1.3 meters wide, and stands
.15 meters tall. Medium-sized river cobble were used in the construction of this unit
and a segment (1.3 meters long) near the northern termination is poorly preserved.
The overall alignment of the east wall is 16º west of north, however there is a slight
jog to the west in the southern third of the wall. This jog constricts the interior space
of the southern chamber to less 0.8 meters, 0.25 meters north of the entrance.
Construction Unit 4 is the south wall of the southern chamber and it extends to
the west to form the southern facing of a small terrace (Construction Unit 3).
Excavations revealed 3.6 meters of this unit, however the western limit was not
exposed. The wall was built of mixed materials, both small and medium-sized
cobbles. The southern wall measures 1.1 meters wide and stands 0.2 meters tall.
Construction Unit 4 is aligned 78º west of north. Construction Unit 4 abuts the west
facing of Construction Unit 5 to form the southeast corner of the southern chamber.
Construction Unit 3, a small terrace near the southwest limit of Structure 217,
marks the entrance to the structure during this and subsequent time spans. The terrace
is composed of two segments, a northern facing and a western facing. The northern
segment of terrace measures 2.6 meters long, 0.7 meters wide and stands 0.2 meters
tall. This segment is aligned 62º east of north. The western segment is 1.75 meters
long, 0.7 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters tall. This facing is aligned 28º west of
north. Medium-sized cobbles were the preferred building material, although much
less material was employed in the western segment. The two segments described
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above mark the exterior facing of the terrace. Packed earth was used to fill the interior
of the terrace. The addition of this terrace would have augmented the outside space to
Structure 217 by 4.4 m2.
At the close of Time Span 4 the basal dimensions of Structure 217 increased
dramatically. The addition of a southern chamber and terrace added 25.1 m2 to an
edifice now measuring 21.1 meters north to south and 9.0 meters east to west. Further,
elements of Structure 217 constructed during earlier time spans were augmented by
the addition of Time Span 4 construction units. The addition of the southern chamber
altered the layout of Structure 217 in three ways. First, an additional room was added.
Second, further restrictions of movement were created producing a nested level of
access to the north chamber. Third, the orientation of the building, as determined by
the entrance, shifted from the south and Structure 208 to the west and Structure 218.
These changes speak to an intensification of ritual activities within the structure and a
shift in the association among structures in this quadrant of the Northeast Complex.

Time Span 3
Construction activities during this time span were limited to the addition of an
exterior support, Construction Unit 2. The support was placed at the junction of
Construction Unit 6, Construction Unit 7, and Construction Unit 15. That these units
were built during different time spans and were poorly integrated suggests that the
architectural pressures may have required additional maintenance. Construction Unit
2 is a rectangular support along the western margin of the structure. The support
measures 1.0 meters long, 0.8 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters tall. Medium-sized
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cobbles were used as construction material and the overall impression of the unit is of
a hasty casual endeavor. This was a brief maintenance phase in the occupation of the
structure and the distribution of occupational debris would be indistinguishable from
earlier and later time spans.

Time Span 2
A single construction effort can be ascribed to Time Span 2. Construction Unit
1 is a wall-support extending 1.6 meters from the southeast corner of Structure 217.
The southern limit of this unit was never exposed by excavation. The area revealed
measures 1.6 meters long, 0.9 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters tall. This support is
aligned 14º west of north. The north end of Construction Unit 1 abuts the southern
end of Construction Unit 5. Construction materials and techniques are similar to those
of the wall demarcating a small residential group in the southeast corner of the
Northeast Complex (Structures 209, 210, and 211). It is unclear if Construction Unit 1
segregates activities in the same capacity as the boundary wall to the east. The
construction of this wall is interpreted as a brief episode in the occupation of Structure
217 and, therefore, artifactual evidence from this time span is subsumed in Feature 2
and limited to Stratum 1.

Time Span 1
The abandonment and collapse of Structure 217 occurred during this phase.
No new construction activities are attributed to the final time span. Feature 1 is the
architectural fall resulting from the collapse of Structure 217. Given the size and
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distribution of this fall, an additional course of stones could be attributed to the
exterior walls of the structure. Interdigitation of corners was not a commonly
employed masonry technique in the Northeast Complex, a practice generally
supported by the state of Structure 217. The overburden in this area (Stratum 1) is thin
and the terminal debris and fall are mixed with material from earlier time periods.

Summary
Structure 217 underwent five construction phases. The earliest time span
witnessed the raising of a small surface-level building. During Time Span 6, the
structure measured 5.2 meters by 9.0 meters and was oriented to the south and
Structure 208. The interior consisted of a bench along the western wall and two
circular features near the center and southeast corner of the room. Entrance to the
structure was gained via the south. The subsequent phase was marked by the
maintenance and reinforcement of the northern wall. Significant alteration to the
layout of Structure 217 occurred during Time Span 4. Construction activities
produced a southern chamber projecting from the earlier room. Entrance to the
structure was gained via a terrace transforming the overall form of the structure to that
of a key. Activities during Time Span 3 would contribute additional support to failing
walls. The final construction endeavor would append a wall-support from the
southeast corner of the southern chamber. These time spans demonstrate shifts in
alignment and an intensification of activity in and around Structure 217.
An observation is warranted on the overall construction technique employed in
Structure 217. Attention to exterior facing, alignment, and coherence of architectural
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elements was neglected in the construction of this structure, even by Early Postclassic
standards. Granted, the surface-level residences in the Northeast Complex pale in
comparison to Late Classic architectural achievements. Indeed, walls rarely reach a
second course, corners are structurally weak, and cutstone blocks (or even roughly
shaped cobbles) are treated as ornamentation rather than a basic building block. There
are still principles to their construction however, and only the most rudimentary of
these are evident in Structure 217. The social implications drawn from these data are
beyond the scope of a structure summary, but it appears that the general populace did
not participate in the construction of maintenance of this building. Perhaps ritual
specialists were solely responsible for the construction and maintenance of Structure
217?

Figure 12. Overall view of Structure 217 looking to the south
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Shell
2
0
13
15

Obsidian (g)
229.98
308.58
202.93
741.49
Pendant
0
0
1
1

Groundstone
2
7
4
13
Worked Bone
0
1
0
1

Adze
0
0
1
1

Table 12. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 217
Biface
8
15
6
29

Candelero Ocarina
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
1

Bead
2
6
10
18

Figure 13. Plan of Structure 217
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Figure 14. Section of Structure 217
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Ballcourt (Structure 224 and Structure 223)
The Northeast Complex ballcourt is composed of Structure 224 and Structure
223. The western edifice, Structure 224, is considerably larger than the eastern
counterpart (Figure 15). Excavation of these structures was undertaken to address
multiple goals. First, it was necessary to verify that Structure 224 and Structure 223
functioned as a ballcourt. Second, because these excavations were carried out during
the 2000 field season, the extent of Early Postclassic occupation and construction was
not known. Excavation of the ballcourt sought to place its construction and use within
a general chronological framework. Finally, the ceremonial, social, and political
activities centered at the ballcourt were sought through the collection of material
remains.
The ballcourt is located within the ceremonial plaza of the Northeast Complex,
25 meters west of Structure 220. The nearest architecture to the north, Structure 235,
lies 45 meters off the ballcourt across an open plaza. Surface-level structures were
constructed 15 meters west of the ballcourt. Architecture to the south of the ballcourt
is ephemeral and includes a monument platform 20 meters to the southeast. Although
the ballcourt is situated just east of a topographic decline, Structures 224 and 223
occupy the same level plateau as Structure 220. This position within the general built
and natural landscape would have maximized the potential audience to events in and
around the ballcourt. Excavation of the ballcourt was initiated with a 2 meter-wide
axial trench running 86º east of north across both structures (see Figure 16 and Figure
17). Lateral excavations were conducted to expose construction units to the north and
south. The focus of excavations was the southern half of the ballcourt, however
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probes to identify the northern boundary of Structure 224 and Structure 223 were
completed (see Figure 18). Ballcourt excavations were included with Operation 36.
Excavations of the west and east sides of Structure 224 were designated as Suboperations A and B respectively. Exploratory probes along the northern limits of
Structure 224 were designated as Sub-operation E. The playing surface of the
ballcourt exposed by the axial trench was designated as Sub-operation D. All
excavations of Structure 223 were designated as Sub-operation C. Artifact counts
summarized by Sub-operation are located in Table 14.
Excavation methodology during the 2000 field season varied significantly from
excavations elsewhere at El Coyote and during subsequent seasons in the Northeast
Complex. Most notably among the methodological differences, horizontal and vertical
control over archaeological contexts was assigned by natural and cultural strata as
identified in the field and 2m2 excavation units were utilized instead of 1m2 units.
This methodology maximized the inclusion of contemporary cultural deposits.
Unfortunately, this approach also precluded the ability to plot artifact density
distribution across space and severely hindered the calculation of excavated soil by
volume. A crew of eight men from 22 March to 14 May during the 2000 field season
excavated 211.5 m2 in and around the ballcourt. Excavations of Structure 224 were
carried to a maximum depth of 83 CMBS within the structure and 50 CMBS outside
the structure. Investigations revealed a minimum of three time spans associated with
the ballcourt (Table 13). In total, 145.5 m2 were excavated exposing 96 m2 of
architecture or 48.6% of the calculated basal dimension (197.7 m2) of Structure 224.
Excavations of Structure 223 were carried to a maximum depth of 25 CMBS within
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the structure and 61 CMBS outside of the structure. In total, 60 m2 were excavated
exposing 27 m2 of architecture or 38% of the calculated basal dimension (71.4m2) of
Structure 223. The total basal dimension of the ballcourt, including the playing alley,
is calculated to be 415.4 m2. Operation 36 excavations exposed 211.5 m2 or 50.9% of
the ballcourt and surrounding area. As described below, aspects of these structures
were altered by multiple construction episodes however, the elements of these
structures that functioned as a ballcourt remained exposed and intact during its
occupation.
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Table 13. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Ballcourt.
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Consolidation of Structure 224 rooms into a
single platform
Additional constructions within the northern
room, Structure 224
Ballcourt construction with 2 western rooms

Const. Unit

Stratum

Feature

1

1, 2

1–4

2, 3

2

5 (A/B)

4 – 14

2, 3

6

Time Span 3
The earliest construction efforts in this area demarcated the playing area for the
ballcourt and created two western rooms within Structure 224. Probing excavations
failed to produce evidence of an earlier structure in the area suggesting that the
ballcourt was a completely new construction effort. During Time Span 3, the ballcourt
consisted of two parallel structures. The easternmost, Structure 223, was a simple
building consisting of the basic elements necessary for the ballgame: a short step, a
sloping zone rising away from the center line of the playing alley, and a back wall to
prevent the ball from escaping the playing area. The western building, Structure 224,
was more complicated. In addition to the key elements necessary for the ballgame,
this structure consisted of a large northern room surrounding a specialized oven and a
second room along the southwest margin of the structure.
Stratum 4 is the lowest layer identified through excavation. This stratum is a
sterile layer identified throughout the Northeast Complex. The sediment is a dark gray
(2.5 Y 4/1) clay with inclusions of rough angled medium-sized limestone rocks. This
stratum was identified at three places in the axial trench. The easternmost probe, 1
meter east of Structure 223, exposed at 51 CMBS and continued for an additional 10
cm before excavation of the probe was terminated. Stratum 4 was noted at 45 CMBS
225

1.5 meters west of Structure 224 in the axial trench. The sterile layer was noted in a
probe near the center of Structure 224, 68 CMBS. Excavation of the probe was
terminated 83 CMBS. Stratum 3 is the natural layer upon which the ballcourt was
constructed. This natural layer is a dark gray clayey-loam with few small to medium
stones and scant cultural materials. Stratum 3 was noted in the eastern and western
limits of the axial trench, 30 to 51 CMBS and 20 to 45 CMBS respectively. The nearabsence of cultural material between the lower construction units and Stratum 3
suggests that there was very little if any activity in this region of the Northeast
Complex prior to its construction. Stratum 2 is a mixed layer of terminal debris (Time
Span 1) and occupational debris (Time Span 2). This layer is a light gray clayey loam
with frequent although not dense inclusions of cultural material. The activities
centered at the ballcourt directly impacted the relationship of these three strata. The
sterile layer, Stratum 4, and prehistoric natural ground-surface, Stratum 3, were in
place before the construction of Structure 224 and Structure 223. Upon these original
sedimentary layers, the ballcourt was constructed. Activities associated with the
ballgame contributed cultural material to Stratum 2. The deposition of cultural
material continued throughout all time spans associated with these two structures.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 3. Feature 6 is a lens of
bajareque localized in the southeastern region of the northern room. The feature is 2.8
meters east to west and 2.5 meters north to south. The feature measures 18 cm at the
thickest point and lies 40 CMBS. The bajareque abuts the base of Construction Unit
11 where it forms the southeast corner of the northern room. Feature 6 is clearly
associated with Construction Unit 5, although whether it was a purposefully
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constructed floor or the indirect result of repetitive heat exposure is unclear. The later
is most likely because Feature 6 was not noted elsewhere in Structure 224 excavations.
Structure 223 was built during a single construction episode and underwent no
major changes during its use. Construction Units 14, 13, and 12 define this simple
structure. Construction Unit 14 is the eastern backstop of the ballcourt. The unit is a
narrow cobble construction 1.5 meters wide and 18.3 meters long, oriented 8º west of
north. The unit was constructed of medium to large river cobbles interspersed with
smaller cobbles. Although three courses standing 0.45 meters were preserves, the
amount of fall suggests it may have stood over meter at its greatest height. Prior to
excavation remains of Construction Unit 14 were visible from the surface.
Construction Unit 13, the ballcourt sloping zone, is immediately to the west of
Construction Unit 14. At 1.74 meters wide, this unit is slightly wider than the
backstop. Three construction materials were used to create the sloping zone. The
lowest is a foundation of medium to large cobble, upon which small to medium
cobbles were laid to create a smooth sloping zone. The surface of Construction Unit
13 consists of flat segments of micaceous schist. Small fragments of schist were noted
in all upper contexts of this construction unit. Larger pieces measure 30 cm x 25 cm x
5 cm and were found in situ. Construction Unit 12 is the lower step of the ballcourt.
Easily identified by the cutstone blocks set on end, this construction unit runs the
length of the ballcourt, 18.3 meters north and south and is 0.66 meters wide. Pressure
from the fallen architecture of the sloping zone has displaced the cutstone blocks
tilting them to the west. Measurement of the remaining blocks suggests Construction
Unit 12 may have stood .45 meters tall. The lower step of the ballcourt was
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constructed by setting the cutstone on end, filling the gap between the cutstone and
Construction Unit 13 with sediment, midden, and small to medium-sized cobble, and
capping the unit with a layer of micaceous schist.
All remaining construction units are associated with Structure 224. The
construction units forming this structure can be described in three parts. First, a
central platform of irregular shape forms the core for all subsequent constructions.
Second, elements of the ballcourt were built to correspond to those found in Structure
223. Third, a northern room and smaller southern room double the width of Structure
224 to the west. These three sections define the footprint of Structure 224 throughout
its occupation.
Construction Unit 11 and Construction Unit 10 define the architectural core of
Structure 224. Construction Unit 11 is an L-shaped platform forming the architectural
core of Structure 224. The southern half of the construction unit was exposed by
excavation. The eastern side of Construction Unit 11 runs the complete length of
Structure 224, 16.9 meters, and was hidden by Construction Unit 9. The southern
facing of Construction Unit 11 was poorly preserved and measures 4.75 meters in
length. The western facing of this construction unit consists of two segments, the
south segment runs for 6.0 meters then terminates into Construction Unit 7. The
western facing of the unit is offset along the same orientation as Construction Unit 7
for 1.95 meters then continues north for 10.9 meters. The northern facing of
Construction Unit 11 was not exposed by excavation. Subsequent construction
episodes obscure the height of this unit but excavations revealed a maximum of 0.65
meters within the axial trench and a minimum of 0.30 meters at the southern wall.
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Exposed segments of the unit reveal flat-faced or roughly formed river cobble several
courses tall. The interior of the unit was composed of poorly sorted cobble-fill. A
retaining wall, Construction Unit 10, was constructed 3 meters from the southern limit
of the platform. The wall was a simple construction at an orientation of 86º east of
north. Probing excavations did not reveal the base of this unit but it was an integral
part of the L-shaped platform.
When combined with the eastern limit of Construction Unit 11, Construction
Units 9 and 8 form the western component of the ballcourt. Construction Unit 9 is the
western sloping zone of the ballcourt and runs the entire length of Structure 224. The
unit slopes from 0.45 meters in the west to 0.25 meters in the east. The width of this
unit is variable and measures 1.35 meters at the north, 2.10 meters at the center-line,
and 2.25 meters at the south. Although slightly wider in the south, this unit is the
analogue to Construction Unit 13 in construction technique and material.
Construction Unit 8 is the basal step demarcating the western edge of the ballcourt
playing alley. This narrow construction unit is 0.9 meters in the south and at the
centerline, but tapers slightly to 0.5 meters in the north. Corresponding to Construction
Unit 12, the eastern analogue, this unit was constructed of cut stone set on end and
backed with earthen fill (Figure 19). Micaceous schist was noted in association with
these construction units.
The western half of Structure 224 differs markedly from Structure 223.
Construction Units 11, 7, 6, and 4 form two rooms within the structure. Construction
Unit 11 forms the eastern wall of the northern and southern rooms. Construction Unit
7 divides these rooms. This unit is a well-constructed wall that connects the western
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exterior wall, Construction Unit 6, and Construction Unit 11. Construction Unit 7 is
0.45 meters wide and 2.8 meters long oriented 88º east of north. Constructed of
medium-sized river cobble, the unit measures a maximum of 0.55 meters at its
maximum height of four courses of stone. Flat-faced stones are exposed to the south
although no such care was taken in selecting stones for the northern facing.
Construction Unit 7 joins with Construction Unit 11 to form the southern boundary of
the northern room. Together these units measure 4.75 meters in length. Construction
Unit 6 forms the western boundary of the northern and southern rooms. Lateral
excavation from the axial trench exposed the southern reaches of this unit.
Construction Unit 6 is 0.60 meters wide and 9.75 meters in length oriented roughly 3º
west of north. This basal support for a wattle and daub wall was 0.30 meters tall and
only a single course of stone was noted. Medium-sized cobbles were used along the
western margin of the unit and smaller cobbles were used along the eastern margins.
This unit forms the southwest corner of Structure 224 and continues to the east for
2.40 meters. This southern segment of Construction Unit 6 is orientation of 70º east of
north and does not connect to Construction Unit 11. There is no formal termination to
this segment of Construction Unit 6. The space between Construction Unit 6 and
Construction Unit 11 forms the entrance to the southern room and measures 2.0 meters
wide. Construction Unit 4 is the northern wall of Structure 224. The wall is oriented
86º east of north and is constructed of well-formed medium sized cobbles.
Exploratory excavations along the northern limits of Structure 224 identified a wellpreserved segment of the wall near its north-south axis and the northeast corner. Two
courses of stone were preserved measuring 0.30 meters tall. The intersection of
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Construction Unit 4 and Construction Unit 6 form the northwest corner of Structure
224. This corner was not exposed by excavation nor was an entrance to the northern
room located. Construction Unit 5 is the final architectural element associated with
Time Span 3. Construction Unit 5 is a specialized oven manufactured from cutstone
(Figure 20 and Figure 21). This unit abuts the north facing of Construction Unit 7 and
is therefore associated with activities in the northern room. The exterior of the unit
measures 1.80 meters east to west, 1.58 meters north to south, and stands 0.5 meters
tall. An opening near the center of the north side is 0.48 meters wide. The interior of
the unit measures 1.30 meters east to west and 0.80 meters north to south. The
cutstone blocks used in the construction of this unit were made from volcanic tuff and
therefore were impervious to the effects of repetitive exposure to high heat.
Construction efforts during this initial time span defined the basal dimensions
of the ballcourt for the entirety of its occupation. Structure 223 and 224 were built
upon a prehistoric ground surface, which overlay a sterile stratum (Stratum 3 and
Stratum 4 respectively). Material residues associated with Time Span 3 were
deposited in Stratum 3 and Stratum 2. Construction units demarcated three spaces
utilized during this time span. First, Construction Units 14 through 8 defined a
ballcourt consisting of a playing alley bracketed by a basal step, sloping zone, and
backstop on either side. The playing alley measured roughly 6.0 meters in width.
Inclusion of the basal steps and sloping zones on either side would extend the usable
playing area to an average 8.5 meters across and 17.5 meters long. A surface-level
room at the southwest corner of Structure 224 forms the second of the three spaces.
Entrance to this room was gained through a wide southern passage. The room
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measured 2.8 meters east to west and 6.65 meters north to south, creating an area of
18.62 m2. The third space is a northern room within Structure 224. Measuring 4.75
meters wide and 10.25 meters north to south this room is considerably larger than the
southern counterpart. The 48.69 m2 of this room are focused upon a specialized oven
built against the southern wall. A dense deposit of burnt earth (Feature 6) was
exposed around this construction unit. Whether this feature was constructed by design
or was a result of exposure to high heat associated with the oven is not evident in the
archaeological record.

Time Span 2
Time Span 2 is defined by the construction of two units that divide the space
within the northern room of Structure 224. These construction units were partially
exposed by excavation. No strata are directly associated with this time span although
cultural material from this time span are undoubtedly mixed with Stratum 2 and
Stratum 3. Use of the oven would have been terminated at the end of this phase. Two
ceramic deposits (Feature 5A and 5B) were exposed in the southern portions of the
central and western rooms. The segmentation and eventual abandonment of the space
surrounding the oven is evident in Time Span 2.
Feature 5 is a pottery smash split into two parts. Feature 5A is a dense deposit
of ceramics, the majority of which are incensarios, localized in and around
Construction Unit 5. This pottery smash is 35 cm thick and was collected in three
separate lots. Ceramics recovered from contexts within the oven were collected as lot
36A/017. The feature was vertically distributed from 39 to 64 CMBS. Ceramics
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associated with 5A outside of Construction Unit 5 were collected in two arbitrary
upper and lower lots, 36A/009 and 36A/018, respectively. Lot 36A/009 runs from 25
to 48 CMBS and 36A/018 continues from 48 to 60 CMBS. Feature 6, a bajareque
surface marks the lower boundary of Feature 5A. Construction Unit 3 separates
feature 5B from Feature 5A. This feature was collected in a single lot, 36A/003 and
was roughly 10 cm thick ending 23 CMBS. Dense inclusions of bajareque were noted
throughout Feature 5B.
Construction Unit 3 and Construction Unit 2 are the sole building endeavors
assigned to Time Span 2. These efforts divided the space within the northwest room
of Structure 224. Construction Unit 3 is a surface level cobble construction on the
western side of the structure. This construction unit abuts the north facing of
Construction Unit 7 and runs along the west facing of Construction Unit 5.
Excavations did not reveal the northern extent of Construction Unit 3, but exposed
portions of the unit measure 2.30 meters long, 0.60 meters wide and 0.30 meters tall.
Construction Unit 3 is oriented 5º west of north. Small and medium-sized cobbles
were used as construction material. Construction Unit 2 is the eastern counterpart to
Construction Unit 3. Also constructed of small and medium-sized cobbles the unit
measures 0.60 meters wide and 0.30 meters tall. No clear courses of stone were noted
in either construction unit. Lateral excavation from the axial trench completely
revealed the length of Construction Unit 2. Construction Unit 2 consists of two
segments. The southern most portion of the unit abuts the northern facing of
Construction Unit 7 along the east facing of Construction Unit 5. This segment of
Construction Unit 5 continues 5º west of north for 6.2 meters where it corners with the
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other segment. This northern segment continues 2.8 meters to the east and abuts the
west facing of Construction Unit 11.
Architectural changes to these two structures during Time Span 2 were minor.
Portions of Structure 223 and Structure 224 functioning as a ballcourt remain static.
No new strata may be exclusively linked to this time span, however material remains
are likely distributed across Stratum 2 and Stratum 3. All changes during this span are
restricted to the northwest room of Structure 224. The addition of Construction Units
2 and 3 significantly alter the layout of this room, although perhaps not the function.
Initial interpretation of these construction units identified these as basal supports for
wattle-and-daub walls, thus segmenting the single large room into at least three small
chambers. Nevertheless, subsequent excavation of Early Postclassic contexts would
suggest that Construction Unit 2 and Construction Unit 3 are the facings of low
benches. The surface of the benches would be raised with a matrix of tamped earthen
fill and potentially sealed by a thin lens of bajareque. These benches fit within the
spatial parameters of benches found elsewhere in the Northeast Complex, however the
construction technique is abnormal (cobble rather than earthen fill was the preferred
matrix). Given this more recent interpretation, the function of Construction Unit 5 and
the northern room of Structure 224 come into focus as a sweat bath (Houston 1996).
The addition of formalized furniture with relation to the sweat bath may indicate an
intensified use of the ballcourt following its creation.
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Time Span 1
A single construction unit defines the latest phase of activity and abandonment
of the ballcourt. This time span is defined by the creation of a single summit room by
filling in the northern and southern rooms along the western side of Structure 224.
The multiple fill episodes are noted but the final floor of the summit and construction
units associated with a superstructure did not preserve.
Two strata were created during or following Time Span 1. Stratum 2,
described above, is a mix of cultural and natural material accumulated during Time
Spans 3 to 1. Stratum 1 is composed of occupational debris associated with the final
time span and an accumulation of natural debris following abandonment. This stratum
is a dark gray clayey-loam with infrequent inclusions of small stones and roots
throughout. It overlays both of the ballcourt structures, although elements of the
underlying architecture are visible where milpa agriculture and eolian erosion have
removed the topsoil.
Four features are associated with Time Span 1. Feature 4, is a fill episode
composed of small cobble. This fill layer was noted in varying thickness from 5 to 30
CMBS in all southern excavations on Structure 224. The ubiquitous and continuous
nature of Feature 4 reflects a considerable investment of labor and resources. Feature
4 sealed the western rooms of the structure, raised the interior of these rooms to a
minimum height of 0.65 meters (equal to the maximum-recorded height of
Construction Unit 11), and provided a level surface upon which to construct a
superstructure. Feature 3 is a single line of stone above Feature 4 in the southwest
portion of the structure. The southern termination of Feature 3 is 1.75 meters east and
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3.2 meters north of the southwest corner of the structure. Feature 3 is 0.25 meters
wide and 2.2 meters in length oriented 3º west of north. This feature is composed of
medium-sized cobbles. An exterior facing of this feature could not be identified.
Feature 2 is a single line of stone 0.4 meters east of Feature 3. Constructed of small
cobbles the feature measures 0.25 meters wide and 2.4 meters in length oriented 2º
west of north. Both Feature 3 and Feature 2 lay above Feature 4 but 5 to 10 CMBS.
The purpose of these features is ambiguous although they may have served as basal
supports for furniture associated with the final superstructure. Feature 1 is fall from
Structure 224 and Structure 223. This feature is associated with Stratum 2 and was
noted in the upper levels of all excavated contexts. Feature 1 consists of medium to
large river cobbles, bajareque, and midden like cultural materials. Taken together
these four features document the central activity associated with Time Span 1 - the
destruction of earlier construction units to form a single platform.
Construction Unit 1 is a broad platform along the western side of the ballcourt.
The construction of this platform did not preclude use of the ballcourt, however the
sweat bath and southern room in Structure 224 were abandoned and filled. The
platform surface measures 16.9 meters north to south and 8.0 meters east to west, or
roughly the remainder of Structure 224 not functioning as a ballcourt. The surface of
this construction unit and any architectural elements related to a superstructure were
not preserved.
The single construction unit and associated features of Time Span 1 represent a
shift in the function of Structure 224. The sweat bath and southern room were closed
and the western side of the structure was raised to a broad platform. Whether the
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platform was a response to structural instability following a collapse of the western
rooms or as an intentional alteration to the space is unclear. The presence of Feature
5A/B suggests an intentional interment of ritual paraphernalia associated with the
sweat bath.

Summary
The history of the ballcourt is documented in three time spans. The initial
construction effort laid the basal dimensions of the ballcourt. The ballcourt consisted
of a playing area and specialized rooms attached to the western structure. The playing
area of the ballcourt would remain unchanged during subsequent time spans. Activity
in the western rooms of Structure 224 is of particular interest. Construction Unit 5 was
a fundamental component during this earliest phase of the ballcourt. Whether it was
associated with the ritual activities of the competitors or specialized food production
for feasting it was clearly an integral part of the ballgame from its inception. Time
Span 2 is important as it documents the apogee of activities associated with
Construction Unit 5. The additional investment of resources and labor for
Construction Units 3 and 2 suggests a formalization of activities in this space. The
activity declined in importance throughout the time span and the rooms were
ultimately sealed in favor of some other need. A broad platform and continued use of
the ballcourt represent the final phase of occupation.
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Sub Op Ceramic Chert Obsidian Groundstone Pendant
A
6759
924
394
6
2
B
1255
263
112
0
0
C
1324
409
96
0
0
D
0
26
9
0
0
E
193
36
26
0
0
Total
9531
1658
637
6
2

Biface Incensario Figurine Worked Sherd Ocarina
1
197
0
14
2
0
3
0
1
0
0
7
4
1
3
0
0
0
0
0
0
7
1
0
0
1
214
5
16
5

Table 14. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-Operation, Ballcourt.

Figure 15. Schematic plan of Ballcourt, Structures 223 and 224
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Figure 16. Section of Ballcourt, Structures 223 and 224

Figure 17. Detailed sections of Ballcourt, Structure 224, sloping zone (A) and
fill episodes (B).
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Figure 18. Detailed sections of Ballcourt, Structure 224, sloping zone at north
end (A) and north wall on axis.

Figure 19. Remains of sloping zone and step, Structure 224, looking to the
south.
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Figure 20. Plan of oven feature in Structure 224.

Figure 21. Oven feature in Structure 224
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Structure 290
Structure 290 is a previously unidentified structure in the ceremonial plaza of
the Northeast Complex. Intensive clearing of brush west of Structure 220 during the
2002 season exposed a concentration of cut-stones and cobbles 12.0 meters west of
Structure 220 and 17.0 meters south of the Ballcourt, Structure 224 and Structure 223.
The platform is closely associated with Structure 220 and was aligned with the west
stair and cobble projections of the range structure.
The placement, size, and composition of Structure 290 (Figure 22) suggested
that it was a non-residential building14. Excavations were conducted to collect
comparative architectural and artifactual data from a non-residential, or specialized,
structure. Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and identify
internal spatial divisions. Structure 290 was excavated during the 2002 season under
the direction of Leigh Anne Ellison. The summary presented below is drawn from her
field notes. The author is responsible for the final interpretation of the platform and its
inferred relationship to the surrounding architecture.
The platform was treated as a formal structure and excavations were initiated
with an axial trench, aligned 84º east of north (Sub-operation AA, see Figure 23)
extending 6.0 meters in length. Four additional sub-operations were opened
perpendicular to the axial trench. Listed from east to west they are Sub-operation AB,
Sub-operation AC, Sub-operation AD, and Sub-operation AE. Excavations were

14

Structure 290 was initially interpreted as analogous to Structure 217. Both structures lacked the size
and definition of ninth- and tenth-century residential buildings and could not be associated with a
household complex. Subsequent excavations revealed Structure 209 to be a specialized construction
effort designed for public ritual and ceremony, quite different from the restricted space created by
Structure 217.
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generally shallow. Probes were carried to maximum depths of 20 CMBS within the
structure and 30 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 290 was raised is a
single episode at an alignment of 2º west of north and there is no evidence for
architectural additions or alterations (Table 15). The basal dimensions of the platform
were 2.5 meters east to west and 3.10 meters north to south for an area of 7.75 m2. A
four-man crew working from April 30 to May 1 cleared 21 m2, or 100% of the
structure and its immediate area. Artifact counts summarized by Sub-operation are
presented in Table 16.
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Table 15. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 290
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of platform

Constr. Unit
1

Strata
1, 2
2

Feature
1
2

Time Span 2
Construction of Structure 290 occurred during a single episode. The basic
dimensions of the platform were laid out during this phase and it would remain
unchanged throughout its use. The platform consists of a single construction unit
measuring 2.5 meters by 3.1 meters. The best-preserved facing (the east side of the
structure) is aligned 2º west of north. Given the platform’s position within the
ceremonial plaza, the way it faced cannot be conclusively determined. Nevertheless,
its alignment with dominant architectural elements on the summit of Structure 220
suggests that the platform looked to the east.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 2. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, a grayish brown (2.5 Y 5/2) clayey soil.
Stratum 2 was noted at variable depths below ground surface: 8 CMBS to 15 CMBS.
The ancient ground surface continued to a depth of 30 CMBS before excavations were
terminated. A sterile layer was not exposed because construction did not penetrate the
ancient ground surface. Feature 2 is the single feature associated with this time span.
Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities associated with the building
during Time Span 2.
Construction efforts during this phase resulted in the creation of Construction
Unit 1. The foundation of the unit was constructed of cut-stone blocks, small to
medium-sized river cobble, and columnar basalt. Trace amounts of burnt earth and
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micaceous schist15 were noted across the platform, suggesting that the stone
foundation was never exposed. Construction Unit 1 measured 3.1 meters long, 2.5
meters wide, and stood at least 0.20 meters tall. Cutstone blocks form the exterior
facing of the east and south sides. River cobbles of similar size clearly demarcate the
northern facing, despite the lack of cutstone. The western facing is poorly defined. If
cutstone was used to define this facing it was robbed later in the use-life of Structure
290. The interior of the unit is composed of small river cobble packed around a
concentration of cutstone.
In addition to the cutstones and river cobbles that make up the foundation of
the unit, evidence of upright, columnar monuments was noted. Three fragments of
columnar basalt were noted in association with Construction Unit 1. Two pieces are
located along the western margin and the remaining piece is positioned near the
northern margin. Although no longer in situ, these three pieces were clearly set on end
and can be refit to gaps in the foundation of Structure 290. Further, an absence of
construction material was noted near the intersection of the north-south axis and the
east-west axis. This gap in material is interpreted as the position of an absent or
decomposed monument. In total, four columnar monuments likely stood atop
Structure 290.
Structure 290 was constructed and used during Time Span 2. By the close of
the phase the platform would measure 2.5 meters by 3.1 meters and support at least
four upright monuments. The surface of Structure 290 was finished with burnt earth

15

The combination of micaceous schist and burnt earth was noted on the surface of the Northeast
Complex ballcourt.
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and fragments of micaceous schist. The edifice was aligned 2º west of north. Based
upon the formal exterior facing, the position of the monuments, and location of
surrounding architecture, Structure 290 most likely faced to the east.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 290.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of dark
gray (5 YR 4/1) loam, on average 15 centimeters thick. Inclusions of cultural
material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata. Architectural tumble
associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as Feature 1. Given that
the platform lacked formal summit walls and permanent furniture, Feature 1 is not
particularly dense. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general, deposition of
sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
During the ninth and tenth centuries Structure 290 was created as a facet of the
Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza. The plaza is demarcated to the east by the
dominant element of the Northeast Complex, Structure 220. Structures 224 and 223,
the ballcourt, form a counterpoint to the range structure and define a prominent feature
of the ceremonial plaza. Investigations during the 2002 season revealed Structure 290
247

to be a third element of the plaza. The platform measured 2.5 meters by 3.1 meters
and supported at least four upright columnar basalt monuments. The overall location
of the platform and position of the monuments suggest a close relationship between
Structure 220 and the platform. The composition of the edifice clearly sets Structure
290 apart as a ceremonial construction effort.
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Table 16. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 290
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g) Groundstone Biface Worked Sherd
AA
87
63
947.15
43
44.41
0
0
0
AB
43
0
0
2
3.05
0
1
0
AC
300
62
526.45
10
9.14
1
0
0
AD
132
97
117.05
19
7.13
0
0
6
AE
98
43
347.35
26
17.9
0
0
1
Total
660
265
1938
100
81.63
1
1
7

Figure 22. Plan of Structure 290.
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Figure 23. Section of Structure 290.
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Structure 220
Structure 220, a monumental range-structure located in the center of the
Northeast Complex, divided the complex into a private residential area to the east and
a public ceremonial plaza to the west (Figure 24). Research goals during the 2002 field
season were to determine the basal dimensions, construction sequence, function, and
chronological placement of the structure. Mapping of structures during 1999 and 2000
identified Structure 220 as a 52 meter long range structure running 7º west of north
with a low rising eastern plaza extending from its southeastern corner (Urban 2000;
Urban et al. 1999). Structure 218 and Structure 219 delimit the eastern edge of the
plaza. The largest open space within the Northeast Complex is located to the north of
Structure 220. The Early Postclassic ballcourt was constructed 20 meters to the west
the range-structure. A series of terraces and surface level constructions restrict a
southern passage between Structure 220 and the topographic decline to the western
floodplain of the Cacaulapa River.
Given the size of Structure 220, Operation 37 excavations were divided into
several sub-operations. Excavations of the midsection of Structure 220 began with a
trench aligned 86º east of north (Sub-operations A and B). The trench was placed
roughly 4 meters south of the axis to avoid ant turbation and a large cobble feature
visible from the surface (Figure 25). Lateral excavations to the south (Sub-operation
C) and to the north (Sub-Operation H) revealed summit architecture. A second trench
was placed 10 meters to the south of the axial trench and served as a southern
boundary for summit excavations at the midsection of Structure 220 (Sub-operations
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D and E). Lateral excavations were initiated north of the axial trench to expose
portions of the west basal wall (Sub-operation G). Artifact counts summarized by
Sub-operation are presented in Table 18. These central excavations revealed 307 m2 in
and around the structure. Probing excavations to the north (Sub-Operation I) and
south (Sub-operation J) revealed 67 m2 and 93 m2 respectively. Excavations were
generally shallow although probes were carried to a maximum depth of 0.96 meters
below the surface within the structure and 0.50 meters outside of the structure.
Investigations revealed a minimum of 4 time spans associated with Structure 220
(Tabke 17). The basal dimensions of Structure 220 are 50.7 x 15.7 meters with an
area of 796m2. An eight-man crew working from 12 February to 16 May cleared a
total of 467 m2, or 60% of the structure.
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Table 17. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 220
Time Span
1
2
3
4

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Closing summit to east
Construction and use of Structure 220
Early platforms

Constr Unit
1–3
4 – 18
19 - 22

Stratum
1-3
4
4
4

Feature
1-3
3
3

Time Span 4
Time Span 4 is known by the partial exposure of three early cobble surfaces
and a southern terrace. Similar construction materials and technique were used in the
creation of these architectural elements. Although the basal dimensions of these
surfaces were not revealed it is likely that they represent a series of earlier structures
that were destroyed prior to the construction of Structure 220.
Stratum 4 is the lowest layer of sediment exposed by excavation. This stratum
is a sterile layer found throughout the Northeast Complex. The sediment is dark gray
(2.5 Y 4/1) clay with inclusions of rough angled medium-sized limestone rocks.
Multiple excavations identified the upper limits of Stratum 4 at 20 to 30 CMBS
outside of Structure 220. A probe within the western limits of the structure identified
the upper limit of Stratum 4 at 60 CMBS. In general, the upper limit of the sterile
layer corresponds to the ancient ground surface. It slopes down slightly to the east but
is remarkably level relative to the steep terrain of the Cacaulapa Valley.
Very little evidence speaks to construction efforts during this early time span.
Small portions of cobble surfaces were identified below the north (Construction Unit
19), west (Construction Unit 20), and south walls (Construction Units 21 and 22) of
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Structure 220. The articulation of these construction units is unknown due to
subsequent constriction efforts.
Construction Unit 22 is a broad terrace or platform beyond the southern limits
of Structure 220. This unit consists of a well-constructed retaining wall and a level
cobble surface continuing below later architecture to the north. A portion of the
retaining wall measuring 2.1 meters was aligned 105º east of north. This segment was
constructed of large cobbles set into a single course measuring 0.4 meters tall and 0.9
meters wide. The surface of Construction Unit 22 was formed by small cobbles and
continues to the north for 2.6 meters. The northern limit of the construction unit abuts
the southern facing of Construction Unit 21. The east and west limits of Construction
Unit 22 were not exposed by excavation.
Construction Unit 21 is a cobble platform partially exposed in the southern
limits of Structure 220. Roughly one square meter of this unit was exposed. The unit
was constructed from medium to large cobbles with flat surfaces set upward.
Alignment and extent of this unit is not known. Later construction units overlay this
platform.
Construction Unit 20 is a cobble platform identified below the stair along the
western side of the structure (Figure 33). The platform continues below a wellpreserved wall and, therefore, its limits were not exposed. The exposed portion of
Construction Unit 20 consists of five cobbles and four cut-stone blocks. This early
construction unit is ephemeral and alignment could not be established with certainty.
Construction Unit 19 is a cobble platform below the northeast corner of
Structure 220. Excavations revealed 3.6 meters of the platform’s northern limit. The
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platform is aligned 57º east of north and constructed of small and medium-sized
cobbles. The maximum-recorded height of Construction Unit 19 is 0.2 meters above
Stratum 4. Each of these construction units was constructed directly atop Stratum 4
and therefore represents the earliest construction efforts associated with Structure 220.
These construction units may represent the basal elements of earlier structures
that were razed to build the monumental range structure. Indeed, the ephemeral nature
of these architectural elements precludes interpretation of how these units were
articulated or the functions they served. It is clear, however, that Construction Units
19, 20, 21, and 22 were built upon the sterile clay surface and therefore represent the
earliest construction effort in the area of Structure 220. Further, these units resemble
each other in their construction materials and techniques.

Time Span 3
The form that Structure 220 would take for the majority of its occupation was
set during Time Span 3. During this span Structure 220 was built as a range structure
with a large western room; the floor of this room surfaced with a bright yellow clayplaster. The room opened to the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza. Entrance to
this summit room was gained via a stair. A series of three smaller rooms or low
benches were identified along the eastern summit. A terrace lined the southern and
eastern walls. The eastern terrace was interrupted by two projections made from
medium and large cobbles. The northern wall of this building was simply built and
unadorned. Constructions undertaken during this time span represent a massive
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investment of labor and resources likely incorporating the majority of the tenthcentury community.
A single stratum is associated with Time Span 3. Stratum 4, was the ancient
ground surface and would have been exposed during this and subsequent phases.
Feature 3, a midden, is the single feature associated with this time span. This feature
resulted from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. Trace amounts
of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted. Overall, cultural debris was
slight with the exception of snail shell collected from the summit of the structure.
The construction units that make up the form of Structure 220 during Time
Span 3 can be described in three parts. First, the basal platform (Construction Units
18 through 13 and Construction Unit 10) and cobble projections (Construction Units
11 and 12) along the eastern facing were built. Second, the terraces across the south
and east (Construction Units 9 through 6) were formed. Finally, the summit
architecture during this time span includes a central line of stones, Construction Unit
5, and a yellow clay-plaster surface, Construction Unit 4. These construction units
formed a structure 50.7 meters in length aligned 7º west of north. The width of the
structure is 15.7 meters not including the 3.0 meters added by Construction Units 8
and 9. The height of the structure measured 1.2 meters from the western plaza surface
to the summit room floor.
Prior to the construction of the north wall, a fill episode, Construction Unit 18,
raised the ancient ground surface. Construction Units 17 through 13 form the basal
walls of Structure 220. Excavations revealed evidence for a single fill episode to raise
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the surface of the Structure 220 basal platform. Together these seven construction
units comprise the basal platform of Structure 220.
Construction Unit 18 is a layer of dark red gray (7.5 R 4/1) compacted clay
located on the northern end of Structure 220. This fill episode overlies the sterile
Stratum 4. Construction Unit 18 was first encountered 25 CMBS and is 0.15 meters
thick. A naturally occurring stratum of this material was not identified elsewhere in
the Northeast complex and the superposition of the north basal wall, Construction Unit
17, suggests that the material was purposefully deposited here. Construction Unit 18
may have served as an informal surface or as additional foundational support for
construction efforts in the area.
Construction Unit 17 is the northern wall of Structure 220. It measures 12.0
meters long and is aligned 86º east of north. The best-preserved segment of
Construction Unit 17 stands 0.8 meters tall. The width of the unit is unknown because
an interior-facing wall was not identified. Medium and large cobbles were used as
construction material. The unit was made by stacking cobbles three to four courses
tall then covering this rough wall with a façade of large flat-faced stones. The stones
from the façade were not interdigitated resulting in a poorly preserved wall. Figure 27
and Figure 36 document the relationship between the relatively stable interior cobble
matrix and the fallen exterior facing. Construction Unit 17 connects with Construction
Unit 13 to form the northeast corner of the structure and with Construction Unit 14 to
form the northwest corner (Figure 37).
Construction Unit 16 is southern wall of Structure 220 (Figure 28). It
measures 1.0 meter wide and 7.6 meters long aligned 83º east of north. The unit
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stands 0.45 meters tall and three to four courses remain in place. Medium and large
cobbles were used in construction with flat-faced stones exposed to the south. Only
the upper course of Construction Unit 16 would have been exposed because
Construction Unit 7 would have hidden the lower courses (ca. 0.4 meters).
Construction Unit 16 connects with Construction Unit 13 to form the southeast corner
of the structure and with Construction Unit 14 to form the southwest corner (see
Figure 34 and Figure 35). The summit construction units (Construction Units 4 and 5)
abut the northern facing of Construction Unit 16 (Figure 31).
The west wall of Structure 220 is composed of Construction Unit 15 and
Construction Unit 14. Construction Unit 15 is a broad step formed from cutstone
block. The step is 6.6 meters long aligned 7º west of north. The north end of
Construction Unit 15 is located just south of the axis, 25.7 meters from the northwest
corner and the south end of the unit is 18.7 meters from the southwest corner. The
west facing of the step is constructed of L-shaped cutstone blocks and rises 0.3 meters
from the plaza floor. The surface of the unit continues to the east for 1.3 meters to a
junction with an inner wall of Construction Unit 14. Aside from the exposed facing of
cut-stone blocks, Construction Unit 15 was built using a tightly packed matrix of
medium and large cobble and earth. Trace amounts of cultural debris were noted
within this matrix suggesting that midden material was included. The north and south
terminations of the step are integrated with the exterior façade and internal fill of
Construction Unit 14. Two broad cut-stone blocks set on end mark both junctions.
The relationship between the west wall and inset stair is documented in Figure 26 and
Figure 32.
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Construction Unit 14 is the west wall of the structure. The wall is 50.7 meters
long aligned 7º west of north. The average width is 1.5 meters and the best-preserved
segment of the wall stands 0.7 meters tall. The wall is constructed with medium-sized
cobbles stacked up to four courses tall. The western face of the wall, however, is
hidden by a façade of cutstone blocks. The blocks measure 40 x 30 x 10 cm and are
set on end to mimic the appearance of the inset stair. The façade may have been held
in place by a plaster surface, although evidence for this was not preserved. An interior
wall segment constructed of cutstone blocks was exposed to the east of Construction
Unit 15. This wall segment is 8.3 meters in length and stands four to five courses tall.
The northern limit of this wall segment was beyond the limits of excavation.
Construction Unit 14 connects with Construction Unit 17 to form the northwest corner
of the structure and with Construction Unit 15 to form the southwest corner.
Construction Unit 13 is the east wall of the structure. It is 50.7 meters long
and oriented 8º west of north. Construction Units 11 and 12 subdivide the wall into
three segments. The northern segment of the unit measures 25.0 meters in length.
The central and southern segments measure 8.7 and 13.2 meters in length,
respectively. The wall is poorly preserved but measures 0.4 meters tall at its greatest
elevation. Probes on the summit of Structure 220 reveal that the western boundary of
Construction Unit 13 is 5.1 meters from the east facing. The wall was constructed of
medium and large cobbles, the largest of which were noted in the basal course of stone
on the east facing. The surface of Construction Unit 13 was not well preserved but in
situ elements of the unit extend 0.05 meters above the surface of the summit room
floor. Construction Unit 13, then, may have served as a raised foundation or a low
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bench along the eastern side of the structure in addition to its function as a basal wall.
Much like Construction Unit 16, the lower courses of Construction Unit 13 lie hidden
behind a terrace (Construction Unit 6). Construction Unit 13 connects with
Construction Unit 17 to form the northeast corner of the structure and with
Construction Unit 16 to form the southeast corner.
Construction Unit 12 is the southernmost of a pair of irregularly shaped cobble
projections along the east side of Structure 220. Mirrored to the north by Construction
Unit 11, these units are located just south of the central axis. The function of these
projections is unknown and no correlate was identified at El Coyote. Construction
Unit 12 is 9.7 meters in length aligned 77º east of north. The width of the unit varies
dramatically from 1.1 meters on the summit to 2.8 meters near the intersection with
Construction Unit 13. Its best-preserved segment boasts four courses of large cobbles
measuring 1.5 meters tall. The eastern limit of the unit is rounded and rests atop the
sterile Stratum 4. Construction Unit 11 is 7.6 meters in length aligned 77º east of
north. The width of the unit varies from 1.3 meters on the summit to 2.6 meters near
the intersection with Construction Unit 13. This northern projection does not boast the
same preservation as Construction Unit 12. The three courses of large cobbles
measure 0.5 meters tall in the best-preserved segment of Construction Unit 11. The
eastern limit of the unit is linear and was constructed directly above Stratum 4.
Although the purpose of these projections is unclear, they do segment the space along
the eastern summit and terrace of Structure 220.
Construction Unit 10 is a large fill episode associated with the construction of
the range-structure. This fill episode was identified in the axial trench at 35 CMBS
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and again in excavations of the north limits of Structure 220 at 20 CMBS. This unit is
composed of a dark gray (7.5 YR 4/1) matrix of sediment, medium to large riverrounded cobbles, and inclusions of midden materials throughout. This is an extremely
large unit bounded by the basal walls of the platform. Construction Unit 10 is 7.4
meters wide, bounded to the east and west by Construction Unit 13 and Construction
Unit 14 respectively. Construction Unit 10 is at least16 42.8 meters long, bounded to
the south and north by Construction Unit 16 and Construction Unit 17 respectively.
Construction 4, the yellow clay surface of the large west-facing summit room, capped
Construction Unit 10.
The articulation of Construction Units 18 through 10 creates the architectural
core of the structure. Excavation at the intersection of these units reveals that they
were constructed simultaneously. Often a large cobble was set in place as the basal
support for the corner however the upper courses of stone were not interdigitated.
Interestingly, the northern and western walls were constructed with the same
technique; a rough cobble wall was hidden by a façade of cutstone block (Construction
Unit 14) or flat-faced cobble (Construction Unit 17).
The southern and eastern walls, although lacking a cutstone façade, were each
fronted with a low terrace. The southern terrace is made up of Construction Units 7
through 9 (see Figure 28). Construction Unit 6 is the eastern terrace (see Figure 24
and Figure 38 through Figure 43). These construction units create an external
formalized space along the margin of Structure 220.

16

The exact length of this unit cannot be determined because the interior facing of the northern wall,
Construction Unit 17, was not exposed by excavation.
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Construction Unit 9 is a clay fill episode serving as a foundation for the
southern terrace, Construction Unit 7. The dark gray (2.5 YR 4/1) clay fill begins 28
CMBS and is 25 cm thick and its greatest depth. The lower boundary of the fill is the
surface of Construction Unit 22 and Construction Unit 21. Construction Unit 9 abuts
the southern facing of Structure 220, Construction Unit 16, and continues to the south
for 1.55 meters.
Construction Unit 8 is a burnt earth surface directly below Construction 7 and
above Construction Unit 9. This surface may be the result of the purposeful burning
of Construction Unit 9. The upper limit of the deposit was noted 25 CMBS and has a
maximum thickness of 10 cm. The deposit thins and eventually disappears 1 meter to
the south. The burnt earth surface was noted near the southwest corner of Structure
220 and it disappears 8.3 meters to the east. Preservation of the southeast corner was
poor and no formal termination of the unit was noted. If the burnt earth surface
continued across the breadth of the south wall it would have measured 15.2 meters.
Construction Unit 8 and Construction Unit 9 are integral to the southern architecture
of Structure 220.
Construction Unit 7 is a terrace at the base of the southern wall of Structure
220 (Figure 28). The terrace, although preserved at the southwestern corner of the
structure, was difficult to identify moving to the east. The best-preserved segment of
the terrace measures 9.7 meters in length and is aligned 82º east of north. No formal
termination of this construction unit was noted and it may have continued the entire
14.2 meters of the southern wall. From the southern facing to the junction with
Construction Unit 16, the terrace was 0.8 meters wide. The single course of stones
262

delimiting the terrace is 0.3 meters tall. Medium-sized cobbles were almost
exclusively used as construction material, although the occasional cutstone block was
noted. Construction of the terrace was simple and efficient. An initial row of stones
was set on end using the base of Construction Unit 16 to hold the stones in place. The
terrace was then extended to the south by placing additional rows of stones on end
until the desired width was achieved. The few cutstone blocks were noted long the
southern facing of the terrace, apparently employed as a counterbalance to hold the
backing stones on end in place. The space between the stones on end was then filled
with clay. The clay provided additional support to hold the stones in place and also to
provide a smooth surface. The southern terrace connects with the cutstone façade of
Construction Unit 14 to form the southwestern corner of the structure and with
Construction Unit 6 to form a terrace at the southeastern corner.
Construction Unit 6 is a terrace along the base of the eastern wall of Structure
220. This terrace is the prototypical example of the stones-on-end construction
technique (Figure 38 and Figure 39). Construction Unit 6 is aligned 7º west of north
and was inferred from exposed segments along the 50.7 meters of the structure. A
single course of stone provides the terrace with an average elevation of 0.3 meters
above the plaza surface. Construction Units 11 and 12 break the terrace into three
segments. The northern segment is 25.0 meters in length and was exposed in
excavations at the northeast corner of the structure and again near the building’s axis.
The average width of the north terrace is 0.7 meters (See Figure 40 for the northern
termination and Figure 41 for the junction with Construction Unit 11). The central
segment is 8.7 meters in length and varies in width from 1.0 to 1.7 meters. This
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segment, between Construction Units 8 and 9, received the greatest investment of
resources. The southern segment is 13.2 meters in length and is 1.6 meters wide
(Figure 38 and Figure 39). The surface covering of the stones on end is clay. The
terrace terminates with Construction Unit 17 to form the northeastern corner of the
structure and connects with Construction Unit 7 to form a terrace at the southeastern
corner of Structure 220. Taken as a whole, the terraces along the south and east of the
structure provide at least four formalized activity areas.
The remaining construction units associated with Time Span 3 are located on
the summit of Structure 220 (Figure 30). Construction Unit 5 is a narrow line of
stones that was exposed in the southern half of the structure. The southern termination
of Construction Unit 5 abuts the northern facing of Construction Unit 16. Excavations
revealed that the unit continues at least 25 meters to the north. The northern
termination was never located. The line of stones is 0.2 meters wide and the two to
three course of stones rises 0.15 meters above the summit room floor. Small cobbles
were used as construction material. The purpose of this construction unit is not
entirely clear. The unit may have served as a formal eastern termination for the
summit room floor (Construction Unit 4) and/or as a basal support to a wattle and
daub wall. What is clear about this small unit is that it divides the structure in half
with a single room to the west and a series of rooms to the east. Construction Unit 4 is
the summit room floor constructed from locally available yellow clay. It measures
25.0 meters from Construction Unit 15 to the northernmost limit exposed by
excavation. Traces of the floor (inclusions of yellow clay) were noted in Stratum 1 and
Stratum 2 at the northern end of Structure 220, suggesting that the floor may have
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continued the entire length of the building. The floor is 5.4 meters wide and up to 0.1
meters thick. The western margin of the floor is damaged due to the collapse of
Construction Unit 14. Together, Construction Units 4 and 5 define a large (potentially
46.6 meter long and 5.4 meter wide) summit room.
The largest single construction episode in the Northeast Complex occurred
during Time Span 3 of Structure 220. The basal dimensions of the range-structure
were defined and the spaces within and around the structure were demarcated. To the
north and west, the walls were clean and unadorned. The cobble architecture of the
west wall was masked by a cutstone block façade. From the west, access to the
summit was gained through a broad inset stair. The summit consisted of a large
western room and at least three raised rooms or benches to the east (Construction Unit
13). The view of Structure 220 from the east and south were quite different. To the
east, a low terrace projected from the structure interrupted by two cobble projections.
The south end of the structure was equally complicated with two terraces between the
plaza floor and summit (Construction Unit 22 and Construction Unit 7). Given the
diverse architectural elements constructed during this time span, it is clear that
Structure 220 served many functions. The western margin of the building is
associated with the public space of the ceremonial plaza and the ballcourt. The clean
exterior walls, broad stair, and large summit space speak to the public nature of
Structure 220. In contrast, the eastern margin of the building opens onto a restricted
space surrounded by private residential structures. Whether the symbolic division
between public and private space dictated its construction, the placement and
appearance of Structure 220 during Time Span 3 helped create these divisions.
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Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 consists of additional architectural
elements to the summit of Structure 220. As with Time Span 3, construction efforts
and occupational debris during this phase occur above Stratum 4. Feature 3 is the
single feature associated with this time span. This feature resulted from cultural
activity during this and subsequent time spans.
Construction Unit 3 is a narrow bench built between Construction Unit 11 and
Construction Unit 12. The bench is 1.5 meters wide and 7.5 meters in length aligned
7º west of north. Three courses of stone were noted at the point of best preservation
and it stands 0.4 meters tall. The unit was constructed using a mix of cobbles and
cutstone blocks. The cutstone blocks were used to provide a level foundation upon
which the cobble bench was constructed. Although there is no evidence of a formal
entrance to the summit between the cobble projections, the presence of Construction
Unit 3 would have effectively sealed off passage between the summit and the east
plaza.
Construction Unit 2 is a basal support for a wall. The unit was built less than a
meter west of Construction Unit 5. The cobble construction unit is 14.0 meters long
aligned 7º west of north and terminates just north and south of Construction Units 8
and 9. The basal support measures 0.5 meters wide and the single course of stones
stands a mere 0.15 meters above the summit floor.
Construction Unit 1 is a series of five postholes identified along the western
margin and southern termination of Construction Unit 2. These postholes penetrate the
yellow surface of the summit room floor (Construction Unit 4). Together, these
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construction units represent additions to the superstructure late in the occupation of
Structure 220 and signify a marked change in the use of space opposite the inset
stairway. Perhaps the creation of a bench is representative of more formalized activity
associated with the summit room and/or a cessation of passage between the private
east plaza and the public ceremonial plaza.

Time Span 1
The most recent time span is associated with the collapse of multiple
construction units rather then the building of new architectural elements. Three strata
result from cultural and natural activity associated with this time span. Stratum 3 is a
layer of eolian sediment mixed with inclusions of occupation debris, which overlies
the majority of Structure 220. The sediment is a dark red gray (2.5 YR 4/1) clayey
loam with few small roots and small rock inclusions throughout. Stratum 3 is located
near the modern ground surface, typically less than 10 CMBS. Accumulation of this
stratum, although sparse at the north and south limits of the structure 45 cm thick
along the base of the west wall and inset stair. Stratum 2 is the general accumulation
of terminal debris and topsoil on and around the structure. The sediment is dark gray
(10 YR 5/2) over the majority of the structure but takes on a reddish hue (10 R 2.5/1)
at the north end. Inclusions of terminal debris were noted throughout the stratum.
Stratum 1 is a very late natural stratum resulting from ant turbation along the western
side of Structure 220. The growth of an ant colony following the abandonment
penetrated deep into the fill of the building. As depicted in Figure 25, this stratum is
0.15 meters thick on average and covers an area slightly over 5.0 meters in diameter.
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Three features were formed during Time Span 1. Feature 3 is a midden
resulting from cultural activities during earlier time spans. Feature 2 (Figure 29) is a
large deposit of charcoal along the base of Construction Unit 14, 12.5 meters north of
the southeast corner of Structure 220. Samples were collected for the purpose of
radiocarbon dating. This feature is significant because it provides evidence for a
wooden superstructure in addition to a possible termination date for activities related
to Time Span 3. Feature 1 is the general designation for fall from Construction Unit
17, 16, 14, and 13. Fall from the external walls was noted in all excavations. The
stratigraphic relationship between these two features suggests the superstructure
burned and fell, creating Feature 2, followed by a more general collapse of basal
supports.

Summary
The history of Structure 220 is divisible into four time spans. Initial
construction efforts in the area consist of three surface-level cobble surfaces. The
purpose of these structures is not entirely clear; they may represent earlier buildings
razed in the creation of Structure 220 or perhaps may serve an engineering function
related to the stability of the monumental platform. Construction efforts during Time
Span 3 represent a significant investment of labor and resources likely calling on the
entire tenth-century community of El Coyote. The result of this effort was a platform
measuring 50.7 meters in length, 5.7 meters in width, and 1.2 meters in height. A
broad inset step provided access to the summit from the west and a low terrace
projected from the southern and eastern walls. Two enigmatic cobble projections
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connect the summit to a private plaza east of the structure. Excavations revealed that
half of the summit was dedicated to a single room facing the Northeast Complex
ceremonial plaza. Later additions to this summit space occurred during Time Span 2.
These additions would limit passage to the summit between the cobble projections
along the eastern margin of Structure 220. The final time span saw the collapse of
superstructure and platform alike as Structure 220 fell into disrepair and was
abandoned.
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Sub Op
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
Total

Ceramic
630
421
336
550
261
662
404
272
700
1598
5834

Chert
87
50
52
107
50
105
63
148
224
371
1257

Chert (g)
660.4
457.7
691.85
2151.2
752.05
912.85
482.8
1630.8
2454.65
4076.95
14271.25

Obsidian
153
34
43
93
33
77
36
72
123
195
859
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Obsidian (g)
110.66
22.79
40.21
88.02
24.66
60.4
25.59
54.09
133.7
256.25
816.37

Groundstone
0
0
0
1
0
0
3
1
4
1
10

Biface
0
0
0
0
1
2
0
4
3
1
11

Table 18. Artifact Summaries from Structure 220
Incensarios
4
1
0
0
3
1
0
2
3
4
18

Worked Sherd
1
0
0
0
0
1
2
2
0
4
10

Snail
39
1
196
8
25
0
0
0
0
17
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Figure 24. Schematic plan of Structure 220.
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Figure 25. Section of Structure 220, limits of excavation (A) and detail of exposed architecture (B).
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Figure 26. Aligned profiles of Structure 220 Construction Unit 2 (A), Construction Unit 14 (B), and Construction Unit 15 (C).
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Figure 27. Section of Structure 220 Construction Unit 6 (A) and northern façade (B).
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Figure 28. Section of Structure 220 Construction Units 6 and 7 (A) and southern terraces (B).

Figure 29. Plan of burned roof timber, west side of Structure 220
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Figure 30. Summit architecture looking to the south, Structure 220.

Figure 31. Summit at south end of Structure 220, Construction Unit 5 is in the
foreground.
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Figure 32. Stair, Westside of Structure 220.
Note the relationship of Construction Unit 14 and Construction Unit 15: the
cutstone on end in foreground marks the northern termination of stair.

Figure 33. General view of Construction Unit 20, an early platform below
Construction Units 14 and 15, Structure 220.
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Figure 34. Southwest corner of Structure 220

Figure 35. Detail of southwest corner, Structure 220.
Note the lack of formal corner stone and displaced cutstone block from façade of
Construction Unit 14.
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Figure 36. Construction Unit 17 of Structure 220, looking to the west.

Figure 37. Junction of Construction Unit 17 and Construction 14, the northwest
corner of Structure 220.
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Figure 38. General view of Construction Unit 6 between Construction Unit 11 and
Construction Unit 12, Structure 220.

Figure 39. General view of Construction Unit 6 looking south from Construction
Unit 11, Structure 220.
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Figure 40. Construction Unit 6 at northeast corner of Structure 220, looking to the
southwest.

Figure 41. Construction Unit 6 and basal line of Construction Unit 13 at northern
base of Construction Unit 11, Structure 220.
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Figure 42. Construction Unit 6 at the southeast corner of Structure 220, looking to
the north.

Figure 43. Construction Unit 6 at southeast corner of Structure 220, looking to the
west.
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Structure 23517
Structure 235 is a range structure along the north edge of the Northeast Complex.
Excavations sought to collect a sample of artifactual and architectural evidence
corresponding to a non-residential structure. Areal investigations identified the external
limits and internal spatial divisions of the structure (Figure 44). Investigations of the
structure were initiated relatively late in the season, therefore the excavation strategy
focused on determining the basal dimensions and interior divisions of the structure.
Areal excavations of the total structure were not given a top priority. Structure 235 forms
the northern boundary of the ceremonial plaza. Ephemeral architecture has been
identified to the east and west of the structure but the view to the ballcourt, 42 meters
away, is unobstructed. To the north of the structure, the topography drops away to a
broad floodplain cut by the Quebrada La Coyota, from which the site draws its name.
Several terraces were noted on the slope between the plateau and the floodplain, perhaps
serving structural or defensive purposes. Due to erosion, the north side of Structure 235
is poorly preserved.
Initial investigations focused on defining the basal dimensions of the structure.
Trenches were placed on the western limits (Sub-operation A), eastern limits (Suboperation C), and axis (Sub-operation B) of the structure (Figure 45). Lateral excavations
exposed segments of the architecture and collected samples from the floor and immediate
area. Sediment and overburden was extremely thin and probes were carried to maximum
depths of 15 CMBS within the structure and 20 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits.
17

Structure 235 was originally designated as two structures: Structure 235, a range-structure, and Structure
264, a small rectangular construction in close association with Structure 235. Excavation revealed a single
low-lying range structure with a small eastern room. All archaeological contexts have been subsumed
under the Structure 235 designation.
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Investigations revealed a minimum of three time spans are associated with Structure 235
(Table 19). Artifact counts summarized by Sub-operation are presented in Table 20. In its
final form, the basal dimensions of Structure 235 were 28.0 meters east to west and 4.9
meters north to south for an area of 137.2 m2. A six man crew working from April 17 to
April 29 cleared 66 m2 or 48% of the structure and its immediate area.
Structure 235 was excavated during the 2002 season under the direction of
Brandon Liverance. The structure summary presented below is drawn from his field
notes. The author is responsible for the final interpretation of this structure and its
relationship to the surrounding architecture of the Northeast Complex.
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Table 19. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 235
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Maintenance to north wall
Initial construction

Constr. Units

1–6

Stratum
1, 2
2
2

Feature
1, 2
2
2

Time Span 3
Initial construction of Structure 235 occurred during Time Span 3. The basic
dimensions of the structure were laid out during this phase and it would remain
unchanged throughout its occupation. A broad low-lying range-structure, the basal
dimensions measured 28.0 meters by 4.9 meters. The interior was largely undivided with
the exception of a small chamber in the extreme east end of the building. The larger of
the two rooms contained a bench or shelf on the west end and a centrally located 7-meter
long bench against the north wall. The structure was aligned 82º east of north and faced
to the south.
The ancient ground surface, Stratum 2, is the single sedimentary level associated
with Time Span 3. This stratum was noted in all excavated contexts and it overlays a
compacted clay layer18 which was used as the lower boundary for excavations. Stratum 2
is composed of fine sandy clay ranging in color from very dark gray (7.5 YR 3/1) to very
dark brown (7.5 YR 2/1). Inclusions of yellow clay were noted near the center and along
the east wall of the structure. The ancient ground surface was typically encountered
within 8 to 10 CMBS and continued to a depth of 20 CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2,
is associated with this single phase. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from the cultural
activities during this and subsequent time spans. The density of artifactual evidence

18

The compacted clay layer corresponds to the sterile stratum identified across the Northeast Complex.
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associated with Feature 2 is much lower than in most other Northeast Complex structures.
Overall, the accumulation of sediment and cultural remains is shallow in and around this
structure.
Construction efforts during Time Span 3 produced the basic layout of Structure
235. Construction Units 3, 4, 5, and 6 form the basal walls of the structure. Construction
Unit 6 is the north wall of the structure. Segments of this wall were exposed in all three
sub-operations. The wall measures 27.4 meters long and averages 0.5 meters wide. The
single course of stone stands less than 0.2 meters tall at its highest point and is aligned
75º east of north. Although much of the wall is poorly preserved due to erosion, small to
medium-sized cobbles were used in construction. Segments of Construction Unit 6 that
remain intact suggest that the wall consisted of two to three lines of stone set directly on
the ancient ground surface. Construction Unit 5 is the east wall of the structure and was
entirely exposed by excavation. The wall measures 4.2 meters in length, averages 0.6
meters wide, and stands 0.23 meters tall at its highest point. The wall was built of small
to medium-sized cobbles and was aligned 18º west of north. The southern termination of
Construction Unit 5 is well preserved although the same cannot be said for the opposite
end. The intersection of Construction Unit 5 and Construction Unit 6 forms the northeast
corner of the structure, the location of which had to be projected from well-preserved
segments of each wall.
Construction Unit 4 served a dual role as a bench and the west wall of Structure
235. The unit measures 4.9 meters long, 1.5 meters wide, and 0.23 meters tall. The
interior facing of the unit is aligned 22º west of north, the stones of which were set in
place with flat facets looking outward to form a clean line. Small to medium-sized
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cobbles were used in construction and this wall maintains in an excellent state of
preservation. Construction Unit 4 intersects with Construction Units 3 and 6 to form the
southwest and northwest corners, respectively. Both of these corners are interdigitated.
Construction Unit 3 is the south wall of the structure. The overall length of the unit is
28.0 meters but it is composed of two segments. The longer segment extends 18.1 meters
from the southwest corner of the structure and is 0.55 meters wide. The shorter segment
extends 9.9 meters from the southeast corner and is 1.2 meters wide. The additional width
in the eastern segment of Construction Unit 3 is interpreted as a low-lying shelf. Both
segments stand 0.25 meters tall and are aligned 82º east of north. Portions of the western
segment were exposed in Sub-operations A and B, however the entire length was never
revealed. The entire eastern segment was exposed in Sub-operation C. Small to mediumsized cobbles were used throughout Construction Unit 3. Based upon the orientation of
Structure 235, entrance to this building was likely gained across the south wall. It is
tempting to interpret Structure 235 as a south-facing ramada, designed for viewing
activities in the Northeast Complex ballcourt and ceremonial plaza. Nevertheless, there
is insufficient evidence to determine if the southern wall of this structure was open or,
like the other three walls, supported a solid wattle-and-daub upper construction.
In addition to the basal walls of Structure 235, two remaining architectural
elements resulted from Time Span 3 construction efforts. Construction Unit 2 is a bench
built against the interior of Construction Unit 6. The bench is 7.0 meters long and
extends 1.3 meters from the north wall. The bench stood less than 0.25 meters tall at its
highest point. The southern facing of the unit was aligned 78º east of north. The exterior
facing of the bench was constructed from small to medium-sized stones, flat sides aligned
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outward to form a clean line. The bench was not entirely composed of stone; rather, the
interior of the bench was made up of packed earthen fill19. Construction Unit 1 is an
interior wall forming a second room near the east end of the structure. The wall was
completely exposed by excavation, however segments of the wall have been poorly
preserved obscuring the exact dimension of this unit. The wall runs parallel with
Construction Unit 5 (18º west of north) and, if it connected Construction Unit 6 to
Construction Unit 3, it would have measured 3.8 meters long. Only the central portion of
the wall remains and it measures 2.3 meters long. The wall averages 0.40 meters wide,
stands 0.2 meters tall and was constructed of small to medium-sized stones. Construction
Unit 1 formed a small (4.0 meter by 3.8 meter) room or chamber. Access to this room
would have been gained across or around Construction Unit1. Given the poor state of
preservation, the position of any doors remains unspecified.
By the end of Time Span 3, the architectural organization of Structure 235 was
complete. This range-structure was built directly on the ancient ground surface. There is
no evidence to suggest the interior surface was raised or specially treated with bajareque
or plaster. The structure measured 28.0 meters by 4.9 meters and was oriented to the
south. Although difficult to assess with given evidence, the southern wall may have been
open, offering individuals within the structure an excellent view of the ballcourt and
ceremonial plaza. The interior was divided into a large room and small chamber. Set in
an east – west line the large western room measured 21.75 meters long and roughly 4.0
meters wide (87.0 m2). This enclosure contained a small bench along the west wall and a

19

The use of tamped earth fill for benches was noted in the excavations of Structure 224, the western side
of the ballcourt.
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larger bench centrally located against the north wall, facing to the south. The smaller
room measured 4.0 meters by 3.8 meters (15.2 m2) and lacked permanent furniture. The
layout defined during this time span would remain unchanged throughout the occupation
of this structure.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 resulted in evidence of maintenance to
the northwest corner of Structure 235. Occupational debris generated during this period
is designated as Feature 2 and distributed throughout Stratum 2. The northern wall of this
structure is poorly preserved, likely a combination of casual construction techniques,
erosion, and sloping topography. This combination of natural and cultural factors
impacted the structure during its occupation as evidenced by efforts to bolster the weak
northwest corner of the structure. Although these efforts lack the definition to warrant
designation as a construction unit, their presence was noted in the field. The maintenance
efforts consist of several courses of medium-sized cobble stacked just beyond the exterior
intersection of Construction Unit 4 and Construction Unit 6. This was a brief period of
activity and associated occupational debris is indistinguishable from earlier phases.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 235. Strata
associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was the
ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal debris
associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span. Stratum
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1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of very dark gray
(7.5 YR 3/1) sandy clay with few inclusions. Concentrations of cultural materials,
Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata. Architectural tumble associated with
the collapse of the structure was designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with
Stratum 1. In general, deposition of sediment and cultural material was slight during this
and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 235 is a range-structure along the northern edge of the Northeast
Complex. This structure was built during a single construction effort on the natural
ground surface. Maintenance efforts are noted during a subsequent time span although
the basal dimensions and interior organization remained unchanged. Structure 235
consisted of two rooms running east to west. 87.0 m2 of interior space was dedicated to
the larger (western) of these two rooms. Two benches, one along the west wall and a
second along the north wall, make up the permanent furniture within this space. The
second room is much smaller, taking up 15.2m2 of the east end of the structure. This
small chamber lacks permanent furniture.
The interior organization of Structure 235 does not fit within the range of
variation for residential buildings. The artifactual assemblage further supports a nonresidential function because overall density is low and entire classes of cultural materials
are absent or present in trace amounts (specifically worked sherds, groundstone, tools,
figurines, and incensarios). Neither does the organization and assemblage from this
structure correspond to a ritual space (i.e. as represented by Structure 224 or Structure
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217). This structure borders the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza and lacks physical
evidence for limited or restricted access. Structure 235 most closely approximates
Structure 220 in form: a range-structure with very little internal division, bordering on the
ceremonial plaza. Further, the artifactual collection from each structure is truncated and
the paucity of materials suggests that these structures were used infrequently and kept
relatively clean.
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Table 20. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 235
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Obsidian
A
480
112
99
B
324
57
20
C
612
79
54
Total
1416
248
173

Obsidian Weight
78.16
15.74
47.02
140.92
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Biface Incensario Figurine
3
0
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
3
1
1

Figure 44. Schematic plan of Structure 235
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Figure 45. Section of Structure 235, north-south axis (A), west wall (B), and east
wall (C).
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Structure 242
Structure 242 is a moderately sized edifice located in the southwestern corner of
the Northeast Complex (Figure 46). This surface-visible building lies along the southern
edge of the Early Postclassic ceremonial plaza and east of the Operation 29 architectural
group. Although the footprint and material assemblage suggest a firm Early Postclassic
designation, it’s location along the fringe of the Northeast Complex and single
radiocarbon date (see Chapter 6) suggest the earliest activities associated with Structure
242 may date to the Late or Terminal Classic Period.
Students from the Lehigh University Archaeology Program, under the direction of
David B. Small, excavated Structure 242 during the 2002 field season. Their research
design sought to determine the date of occupation and identify the range of activities
conducted in and around the building. During their initial season of field work within the
lower Cacaulapa valley, the Lehigh University Archaeology Program implemented the
Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa notational standards and excavation methodologies outlined
in the introduction to this appendix. Although some information can be gleaned from lot
cards, field photos, and a schematic sketch, Dr. Small did not provide specific
information with regard to construction history, stratigraphic relationships, or first-hand
interpretation. The structure summary to follow is based on the best available
information and my personal recollection of Structure 242.
Investigations of the structure began with an axial trench aligned roughly east to
west (Sub-operation A to the west and Sub-operation C to the east) extending 12.0 meters
in length. A second axial trench running roughly north to south (Sub-operation B to the
north and Sub-operation D to the south) extended 10.0 meters in length. An additional
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seven sub-operations were opened to expose the basal walls of the structure as well as the
summit architecture: Sub-operation E and F exposed the southwest quadrant, Suboperations K and G exposed the southeast quadrant, Sub-operation J and I exposed the
northeast quadrant, and Sub-operation H exposed the northeast quadrant of the structure.
Artifact counts summarized by Sub-operation are presented in Table 22. Excavations
were generally shallow although probes were carried to maximum depths of 50 CMBS
beyond the structure limits and 45 CMBS with the structure. The construction history of
Structure 242 includes at least two phases (Table 21) and during its final form, the basal
footprint measured 6.0 meters by 6.0 meters, for an area of 36.0 m2. A ten-man crew
(four local excavators and six field school students from the Lehigh Archaeology
Program) working from June 10 to June 24 cleared 91.0 m2, or 100% of the structure and
its immediate area.
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Table 21. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 242
Time Span

Activity

Collapse and Abandonment

1

Expansion of basal platform, construction
of Structure 242 – 1st
Initial construction, Structure 242 – 2nd

2
3

Constr. Units

Stratum

Features

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Time Span 3
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 242 were undertaken
during Time Span 3. During this phase, the edifice (Structure 242 – 2nd) was a simple
structure consisting of a basal platform measuring 5.0 meters east to west and 3.8 meters
north to south. The height of the basal platform was not recorded. Based upon
photographic documentation (Figure 47), it is clear that the remains of the platform did
not exceed 0.5 meters above the ancient ground surface. The best-preserved segment of
Structure 242 – 2nd, the south facing platform wall, is aligned 49º east of north. The
platform was constructed of medium-sized cobbles and it stood at least two courses tall.
Subsequent construction efforts have altered the summit of the platform and it is no
longer clear if permanent furniture was present during Time Span 3.
Lacking section drawings or a field report, it is difficult to describe the sedimentary and
cultural strata. Nevertheless, it is possible to extrapolate a general picture of the
stratigraphy, which includes a sterile layer composed of decomposing limestone parent
material with an overlay of clayey loam as the ancient ground surface. Maximum depths
below the modern ground surface are assumed to be quite shallow (no more than 60
CMBS). Cultural material associated with Structure 242 – 2nd are likely distributed
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through the ancient ground surface and mixed with the debris generated by subsequent
time spans. No features were noted during Time Span 3.
By the close of this phase, Structure 242 – 2nd consisted of a simple basal platform
without evidence for permanent furniture. Subsequent modifications to the edifice have
significantly obscured the architectural elements of the summit making further
interpretation speculative. Entry to the structure is unknown, although given the close
proximity of larger buildings to the south, a possible point of access across the south wall
seems probable. The robust nature of the basal platform and the overall size of the
associated southern building do not fall within the parameters of ninth- and tenth-century
architectural sensibilities. Coupled with its location adjacent to the late Classic causeway
and an early radiocarbon date, initial construction and occupation of Structure 242 – 2nd
may be transitional spanning the Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic periods of El
Coyote.

Time Span 2
Construction efforts during Time Span 2 expanded and reoriented the basal
platform of Structure 242. These alterations are significant enough to warrant the
designation of Structure 242 – 1st, the final form of this building. During this phase the
maximal footprint of the platform measured 6.0 meters by 6.0 meters. The bestpreserved basal wall was aligned 25º west of north and (although exact measurements
were not provided) it stood roughly 0.3 meters above the ancient ground surface.
Overall, the architecture of Structure 242 – 1st is similar to other Early Postclassic
construction efforts. The expanded sections of the platform consist of solid and tightly
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packed cobble fill. Medium-sized cobbles were set in close alignment to form an exterior
facing and there is an absence of formal cutstones. The presence of a short, low terrace
along the north basal wall is indicative of a formal entry and a reorientation of the entire
structure to the north and the ceremonial plaza.
The presence of a special deposit within the expanded southern basal platform is
worthy of particular note (Figure 48 and Figure 49). Based upon available
documentation, it is unclear whether the southern extension of the basal platform was
built to enclose the special deposit or, whether the special deposit was situated in a cut
through the matrix of the platform. What is clear, however, is that the matrix surrounding
the special deposit consists of tightly packed earth, rather than cobble. The special
deposit was placed on axis and below the summit of Structure 242 – 1st.
The special deposit consists of two tohil plumbate vessels, each containing a
variety of jade pendants and shell beads. These items are more fully discussed in
Appendix II. There is some speculation that these vessels and ornaments are associated
with an offering or burial. The presence of a single human bone was noted in the field,
however the project osteologist did not analyze the remains. There is a startling absence
of burials in or around the Northeast Complex structures20. As a burial, the Structure 242
special deposit would be unique. I prefer a more conservative interpretation; the special
deposit represents a ritual cache, which may involve the partial remains of a previously
buried individual of some importance to the occupants of Structure 242. Whatever the
meaning, the special deposit is an impressive collection of exotic materials, which

20

This pattern diverges from the Late Classic burial practices where by the deceased are buried below the
exterior corners of the residential structures (Urban et al. 2000).
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expresses a dramatic statement of wealth and interregional connections available to the
inhabitants of Structure 242 – 2nd.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 242.
Terminal debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this
time span. Although no description of this sedimentary layer was provided, topsoil
overlays the entire structure and was likely composed of a medium to dark brown sandy
loam with few inclusions of natural deposits or cultural debris.

Summary
Structure 242 is a moderately sized building in the southwest corner of the
Northeast Complex. The structure was raised in two distinct construction episodes.
Throughout the first episode, Structure 242 – 2nd was a small platform measuring 5.0
meters by 3.8 meters and occupied an area of 19.0 m2. Evidence for permanent furniture
or interior division of the summit was either removed by subsequent building activities or
was not documented. During this early phase the longest architectural element was
aligned 49º east of north and Structure 242 – 2nd faced to the south. The second and final
construction episode marks a significant expansion of the basal platform, which measured
6.0 meters by 6.0 meters. The structure’s footprint was expanded to an area of 36 m2.
During the initial expansion of the platform or at some point during Time Span 2 a
special deposit of exotic artifacts was interred in the southern area of the structure. The
presence of these items is suggestive of non-residential activities associated with the
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building. Without more detailed information regarding the organization of the summit or
presence of permanent furniture the overall function of Structure 242 remains unclear.
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Sub Op Ceramic Chert Obsidian
A
230
82
36
B
344
104
102
C
694
248
109
D
1286
193
159
E
512
82
51
F
182
55
18
G
301
157
62
H
248
85
55
I
563
250
117
J
362
83
40
K
0
0
128
Total
4722
1339
877

Obsidian (g)
29.24
87.04
107.99
147.42
32.21
12.67
29.32
49.85
95.61
41.65
114.25
747.25
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Ground-stone
1
0
2
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
5

Bead Biface Incensario Snail Candelero
0
0
2
6
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
21
0
0
310
1
0
1
0
5
0
0
0
0
1
0
2
0
0
21
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
23
2
3
343
1

Table 22. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 242

Figure 46. Schematic plan of Structure 242
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Figure 47. General view of Structure 242 looking to the East

Figure 48. Special deposit, Structure 242, looking to the North
305

Figure 49. Special deposit, Structure 242 during excavation, looking to the
north.
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Structure 208
Structure 208 is the second largest building in the Northeast Complex and it
lies along the southeast edge of the terrace upon which the complex was constructed.
Excavations were conducted to collect architectural and artifactual data from
structures functioning as the physical facilities for households. Investigations were
designed to identify the basal dimensions, note the presence of interior divisions or
permanent furniture, and collect a sample of artifacts from the interior and exterior of
the structure. Based upon its size and proximity to the central range-structure,
Structure 208 was specifically chosen to provide a sample of elite contexts. The size
and complex construction history proved to be challenging and the excavation strategy
was truncated to accommodate time constraints. The shift in goals placed emphasis on
clarifying the early elements of the construction history. Therefore, minimal evidence
was collected with regard to basal dimension and summit architecture related to later
time spans (Figure 50 and Table 23).
Investigations of Structure 208 were conducted during the 2002 season under
the direction of Meghan Kerley. Architectural and artifactual evidence from these
excavations formed a portion of her paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Society for American Archaeology (Kerley 2003). The structure summary presented
below is drawn from her research and the thoughtful presentation of her findings.
The southern facing of Structure 208 overlooks a moderate decline to the
western bank of the Cacaulapa River. From this vantage point one may observe
activity within the floodplain (which is constrained to the east by the river and steep
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ascent to the Main Plaza to the west) and upriver for nearly a kilometer. Alignment of
the structure was influenced by the topography. Both Structure 208 and the contours
of this segment of the plateau are aligned 72º east of north.
Architectural associations of Structure 208 are less easily defined. The broad
structure is an integral facet of the southeast quadrant of the Northeast Complex.
Several buildings were constructed around Structure 217: Structure 218 to the west,
Structure 213 and Structure 212 to the northeast, Structure 211, 210, and 209 to the
southeast, and Structure 208 lies directly to the south. Upon a finer scale of analysis,
however, Structure 208 stands alone. Unlike the surrounding architecture, Structure
208 lacks ancillary buildings with which it may have formed a functional household
group. The building is a discrete unit and it serves as a southern boundary to activities
conducted around Structure 217.
Investigations of the structure began with an axial trench aligned 6º west of
north (Sub-operation A to the south and Sub-operation B to the north) extending 18.0
meters in length (Figure 51). An additional seven sub-operations were opened to
expose the basal walls of the structure as well as elements of summit architecture:
Sub-operation E exposed the north basal wall west of the axial trench, Sub-operation F
exposed the south basal wall west of the axial trench, Sub-operation G exposed the
south basal wall east of the axial trench, Sub-operation I was a probe set 60º east of
north along the east-west axis to locate the west basal wall, Sub-operation J was a
probe along the east-west axis (also aligned 60º east of west) to locate the east basal
wall, Sub-operation K exposed summit architecture and early construction elements
west of the initial north-south axial trench, and Sub-operation L probed the summit
308

east of the north-south axial trench. Artifact counts summarized by Sub-operation are
presented in Table 24. Much of the summit and earlier construction units were left
unexcavated due to time constraints. Excavations in and around Structure 208 were
the deepest of all contexts in the Northeast Complex. Probes were carried to maximum
depths of 115 CMBS within the structure and 45 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits.
The construction history of Structure 208 is complex and includes architectural
elements dating to the Late Classic. Nine time spans are attributed to the building and
the basal footprint of the final phase measured 11.0 meters north to south and 25.5
meters east to west, for an area 280.5 m2. A six-man crew working from March 25 to
May 12 cleared 61.0 m2, or 22% of the structure and its immediate area.
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Table 23. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 208
Time Span
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of the basal wall-support, Op 41
Architectural Group
Construction of summit architecture, Structure
208 – 1st
Construction of basal platform, Structure 208 –
1st
Addition to east side of Structure 208 – 2nd
Construction of summit architecture, Structure
208 – 2nd
Construction of basal platform, Structure 208 –
2nd
Construction of Structure 208 – 3rd A
Construction of Structure 208 – 3rd B

Constr. Unit

Stratum
1, 2, 3

Feature
1, 2

2, Res. Wall21

(3, 4)

2

1, 2, 3

3, 4

2

4-9

3, 4

2

10

(4, 5)

3

11, 12

5, 6

3

5, 6

3

5, 7, 8
5, 7, 8

3
3

13 - 16
17, 18
19 - 21

Time Span 9
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 208 occurred during
Time Span 9. These activities produced a well-defined platform that would be
incorporated into later versions of Structure 208. Structure 208 – 3rd B was partially
revealed by the initial north-south axial trench. Exposed segments of the structure
provide a minimal basal measurement of 1.4 meters east to west by 3.5 meters north to
south. Unlike other construction endeavors in the Northeast Complex, the Structure
208 – 3rd B platform boasts considerable height (nearly a meter) above the ancient
ground surface. The east wall of the structure is aligned 20º west of north, however
there is insufficient data to determine which way Structure 208 – 3rd B faced.
Three stratigraphic layers are associated with Time Span 9. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 8. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of reddish21

This construction unit refers to the western arm of the Operation 41 Basal Wall-Support.
Construction Unit 2 abuts, but is not part of, Structure 208. This wall and its construction units
therefore are not included within the number scheme of Structure 208.
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black (2.5 YR 2.5/1) clay. This stratum was first noted 30 CMBS in the north extreme
of the axial trench, at 25 CMBS in the south end of the same trench, and at 100 CMBS
within the structure’s limits. In all three instances excavations continued for an
additional 10 cm before they were abandoned. Stratum 7 is a sterile layer composed
of black (7.5 YR 2.5/1) clay with pebble inclusions. A probe within the structure
exposed this sediment at 70 CMBS. Excavations revealed that Stratum 7 continues to
a depth of 100 CMBS at which point a transition to Stratum 8 was noted. Both strata
were in place prior to cultural activity related to Structure 208. Stratum 5 is the
ancient ground surface and it is composed of dark gray-brown (10 YR 4/2) sandy clay.
A probe within the structure located the upper limit of this soil at 55 CMBS. Stratum
5 continued to a maximum depth of 70 CMBS. This level would have been exposed
during the earliest construction and occupation phases of Structure 208.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 9. Feature 3 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. Concentrations
of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal platform of
Structure 208 – 3rd B. Construction Units 19 and 20 form the north and east facings of
the platform, respectively. These elements were constructed of cutstone blocks, river
cobbles, and small chinking stones. Construction Units 21 is a fill episode bound by
the basal walls of the Structure 208 – 3rd B platform. The limits of this platform were
river realized by excavations, however continuous portions of the north and east walls
were exposed.
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Construction Unit 21 is the fill material forming the core of the Structure 208 –
3rd B platform. Excavations did not penetrate the exterior facing of the platform,
however, the fill unit can be seen through a small segment of fall along the upper
reaches of the east side of the platform wall (Figure 51). A segment, 3.5 meters long
and 1.0 meter wide, was exposed by excavation. The overall dimension of the unit is
unknown. The fill of Structure 208 – 3rd B consists of dark gray-brown (10 YR 3/2)
silty clay and small to medium-sized river cobbles. Construction Unit 21 is bound to
the north by Construction Unit 19 and to the east by Construction Unit 20.
Construction Unit 20 is the east basal wall of the Structure 208 – 3rd B
platform. A segment, 3.5 meters in length was exposed in the axial trench. The
overall length of the unit remains unknown because the southern termination was
obscured by later construction efforts. The wall stands 0.9 meters tall and is aligned
20º west of north. The architectural elements forming the basal platform were built as
an integrated whole, therefore, defining where the fill unit ends and the interior facing
of Construction Unit 20 begins is problematic at best. Based upon the upper course of
stone, which was exposed by excavation, Construction Unit 20 was likely 0.4 meters
wide. The east wall was fashioned of cutstone blocks and uniformly shaped river
cobbles (see Figure 52 and Figure 55 through Figure 61). The wall stood 8 courses
tall and the overall construction technique (tightly integrated cobbles packed with
chinking stones) is one rarely noted in the Northeast Complex. The unit is
interdigitated with Construction Unit 19 to form the northeast corner of Structure 208
– 3rd B.
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Construction Unit 19 is the north wall of the Structure 208 – 3rd B basal
platform. A segment, 1.4 meters in length, was exposed by excavation. As with the
east wall of the platform, the unit was integrated with the fill material thus obscuring
determination of the width. Based upon the upper course of stone, Construction Unit
19 averaged .35 to .40 meters wide. The eight course of cutstones and river cobbles
stood 0.6 meters tall at an alignment of 66º east of north. The north face of the
platform was exceptionally well defined. Construction Unit 19 is integrated with
Construction Unit 20 to form the northeast corner of the structure.
By the conclusion of Time Span 9, the basal platform of Structure 208 – 3rd B
had been constructed. Excavations revealed segments of the basal walls that form the
northeast corner of the structure. There is no evidence of a superstructure, however
the exposed segments described above likely represent a very small portion of the
overall building. The minimum basal footprint of this structure measures 3.5 meters
north to south and 1.4 meters east to west. Structure 208 – 3rd B was aligned 20º west
of north and there is insufficient evidence to determine which way it faced. The
platform stood 0.9 meters tall and was well preserved due to the use of integrated fill
material and cutstone block. The overall construction technique and resulting
structure varies widely from typical ninth- and tenth-century building endeavors.

Time Span 8
Construction efforts resulting in a small basal platform, Structure 208 – 3rd A,
occurred during Time Span 8. This platform was a contemporary counterpart to
Structure 208 – 3rd B and both structures would be incorporated into later versions of
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Structure 208. The platform was partially exposed by the initial axial trench.
Subsequent lateral excavations and probes revealed the southeast corner of the
structure. A combination of time constraints and obfuscating architectural elements
dating to subsequent time spans prevented exposure of the entire platform. Exposed
segments provide a minimal basal measurement of 1.9 meters north to south by 1.0
meter east to west. The platform rose 0.4 meters tall and cutstone block was
frequently noted. Despite a lack of evidence, this platform likely supported a wattleand-daub superstructure. The east wall of the platform is aligned 22º west of north,
however there is insufficient evidence to determine the way Structure 208 – 3rd A
faced.
Excavations did not reveal the base of Structure 208 – 3rd A22, therefore this
platform cannot be directly associated with the early sedimentary layers upon which
the structure was constructed. Based upon construction material, construction
technique, and the close association of Structure 208 –3rd A and B it is likely that this
northern platform was constructed atop the same stratigraphic level as its southern
neighbor.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 8. Feature 3 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. Concentrations
of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal platform of
Structure 208 – 3rd A. Construction Units 17 and 18 form the south and east facing of
22

Excavations within the axial trench were exceptionally narrow and deep. Continued excavations
posed a threat to the architectural stability of the structure and were a safety concern. For these reasons
a probe was placed within the axial trench but to the south of these platforms to collect a sedimentary
profile.
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the platform, respectively. These elements were constructed of cutstone blocks, river
cobbles, and small chinking stones. The limits of this platform were never realized by
excavations, however continuous portions of the north and east walls were exposed.
Construction Unit 18 is the east wall of the Structure 208 – 3rd A basal
platform. A segment, 1.95 meters in length, was exposed by excavation. As with
Structure 208 – 3rd B to the south, the exterior walls and internal fill were constructed
as a cohesive unit, thus precluding attempts to distinguish the boundary between
platform wall and fill. Based upon the upper course of Construction Unit 18, the wall
measures a minimum width of 0.7 meters. At least two courses of stone standing 0.4
meters tall were exposed before excavations were terminated. Construction material
consists of shaped river cobbles and limestone set with clean facings to the east.
Construction Unit 18 stands apart due to its lack of cutstone block. The wall is aligned
22º west of north and is interdigitated with the material of Construction Unit 17 to
form the southeast corner of Structure 208 – 3rd A.
Construction Unit 17 is the south basal wall of the Structure 208 – 3rd A basal
platform. Excavations revealed a segment 1.0 meter long and 0.4 meters tall. The
width of the unit was not noted. Construction Unit 17 consists of cutstone blocks and
shaped river cobbles tightly integrated by the use of chinking stones (Figure 60 and
Figure 61). The wall was aligned 56º east of west.
By the conclusion of Time Span 8, the basal platform of Structure 208 – 3rd A
had been constructed. Excavations revealed segments of the basal walls that form the
southeast corner of the structure. There is no evidence of a superstructure, however
the exposed segments described above likely represent a very small portion of the
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overall structure. The minimum basal footprint of this structure measures 1.95 meters
north to south and 1.0 meter east to west. Structure 208 – 3rd A was aligned 22º west
of north and there is insufficient evidence to determine which way it faced. It should
be noted that the south facing of the platform stands nearly 0.3 meters north of the
exterior facing of Structure 208 – 3rd B. This would have created a narrow alley
between the two structures. The basal platform of Structure 208 – 3rd A stood 0.4
meters tall and was well preserved due to the use of integrated fill material and
cutstone blocks. The overall construction technique and resulting structure varies
widely from typical ninth- and tenth-century building endeavors.

Time Span 7
Construction efforts resulting in the creation of a single basal platform,
Structure 208 – 2nd, occurred during Time Span 7. The core of this platform
incorporates Structure 208 – 3rd A and Structure 208 – 3rd B. Elements of this
platform were exposed by the axial trench and excavations along the west margin of
the structure. Unfortunately, over 9.0 meters of unexcavated structure separate the
west margin of Structure 208 – 2nd from the east side. The disparate elements of the
platform are interpreted as a single platform based on similar construction material
and technique in conjunction with the spatial relationship of these construction units.
This single platform measured 13.5 meters east to west and at least 5.75 meters (but no
more than 8.0 meters) north to south. The Structure 208 – 2nd basal platform
minimally covered 77.6 m2. The longest exposed segment is aligned 20º to 22º west
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of north, however there is insufficient evidence to determine the way the structure
faced.
Two sedimentary levels are associated with Time Span 7. Stratum 6 is a sterile
layer composed of yellow-brown (5 YR 5/1) clay and decomposed limestone parent
material. This sterile layer is localized on the west margin of the structure and was not
exposed in the initial axial trench. The upper limit of Stratum 6 was noted at 65 CMBS
within the structure. The layer was noted at 35 CMBS beyond the structure and
continued to a depth of 40 CMBS before excavations were terminated. The western
architecture of Structure 208 – 2nd was built directly on this layer. Stratum 5 is the
ancient ground surface identified in the axial trench. This sedimentary layer was
exposed along the east margin of the platform and would have been exposed during
the construction and occupation of Structure 208 – 2nd.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 7. Feature 3 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. Concentrations
of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal platform of
Structure 208 – 2nd. The platform is known through two discrete excavation contexts.
Construction Units 13 and 14 were exposed by probes along the western margin of the
structure. These units constitute the fill and exterior facing of the Structure 208 – 2nd
basal platform. Construction Units 15 and 16 were exposed by the axial trench and
constitute the fill and exterior facing, respectively, that connect Structure 208 – 3rd A
to Structure 208 – 3rd B. Stratigraphic connection between the west and east margins
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of the platform were not exposed by excavations. They are speculatively combined as
a single platform based upon similar construction technique and spatial relationship.
Construction Unit 16 is a fill episode between the southern facing of Structure
208 – 3rd A and the northern facing of Structure 208 – 3rd B. This fill unit is composed
of tightly packed, medium-sized river cobbles set in a matrix of sandy clay (the color
was not noted). Excavations revealed the fill episode to be a minimum of 1.95 meters
long east – west and it likely ran the length of the narrow gap between the early
platforms. The unit was 0.3 meters wide and was excavated to a depth of 0.4 meters
below the upper limit of Construction Unit 17. The fill episode is bound to the east by
Construction Unit 15. The western limits and base of Construction Unit 16 were not
exposed by excavation. It should be noted that the upper limits of the unit are flush
with the upper limit of Construction Unit 17. This suggests that there was a minimal
difference of 0.30 meters between the surface of Structure 208 – 3rd A and Structure
208 – 3rd B.
Construction Unit 15 is the exterior facing of a small wall joining the east
walls of Structure 208 – 3rd A and Structure 208 – 3rd B to form the single, east facing
of Structure 208 – 2nd (see Figure 52). This unit was entirely exposed by excavations
and is 0.3 meters long, averages 0.7 meters wide, and stands 0.4 meters tall. The four
courses of river cobbles were constructed at an alignment 22º west of north.
Construction Unit 15 abuts the exterior facing of Construction Unit 18 to the north and
Construction Unit 20 to the south.
Construction Unit 14 is the fill material forming the core of the western margin
of the Structure 208 – 2nd basal platform. The unit was identified by a probe in an
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east-west running axial trench designed to locate the western basal wall of Structure
208 (see Figure 53). Construction Unit 14 is composed of light brown-gray (10 YR
6/3) silty loose soil and small river-cobbles. The surface of the fill episode varied
from 35 CMBS to 45 CMBS. Upon identifying the sterile layer, Stratum 6, at 65
CMBS excavations were terminated.
Construction Unit 13 is the facing of the basal platform identified on the
western margin of the structure. Probing excavations revealed a 1.0-meter segment of
this west facing of the platform. Where exposed, the platform rose 0.3 meters above
the sterile ground layer and projected 1.5 meters from the west facing of the Structure
208 – 2nd superstructure. The exterior facing of the platform exhibited a minimum of
three courses of medium-sized river cobbles and cutstone blocks. The west facing of
the platform was aligned 30º west of north. Excavations did not reveal how
Construction Unit 13 articulates with other elements of the Structure 208 – 2nd basal
platform.
By the conclusion of Time Span 7 the basal platform of Structure 208 – 2nd had
been constructed. Excavations reveal the basal footprint of the structure to be 13.5
meters east to west and at least 5.75 meters north to south. The longest segments of
the platform were aligned 20º to 22º west of north. Areal excavations were insufficient
to determine which way the structure faced during Time Span 7. The core of this
platform included earlier architectural elements and construction units dating
exclusively to this phase. Structure 208 – 2nd was a two-tier platform and the southern
summit rose 0.3 meters above the northern surface. Although cutstone blocks were
noted, river-rounded cobbles became the dominant building material. Construction
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technique, however, continued to reflect a Late Classic sensibility by the use of
chinking stones and walls rising three courses and more above the ancient ground
surface.

Time Span 6
Construction efforts during Time Span 6 produced the Structure 208 – 2nd
summit architecture. These elements were constructed immediately following Time
Span 7 and the superstructure and basal-platform were in use at the same time. The
westernmost excavations exposed the summit architecture. Description of the overall
form of the superstructure is hindered by a lack of areal exposure. Construction
technique and material may be determined with some degree of confidence, however.
The summit walls were built of cutstone blocks and shaped river-cobbles. The wall
facings, both interior and exterior, were clearly defined and cutstone blocks were often
utilized to enhance the outward exposure of the basal wall-supports. The floor of a
single western room was identified, although many more interior divisions likely date
to this time span.
Two sedimentary levels are associated with Time Span 6. Stratum 6 is a sterile
layer identified on the western side of Structure 208 and would have been exposed
during this time period. Stratum 5 is the ancient ground surface identified in the northsouth axial trench. No evidence of this sedimentary layer was noted in direct contact
with the western reaches of the superstructure. This sedimentary layer was uncovered
along the east margin of the platform and would have been exposed during the
construction and occupation of Structure 208 – 2nd.
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A single feature is associated with Time Span 6. Feature 3 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. Localized
concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted.
The summit architecture of Structure 208 – 2nd is known by the exposure of
two construction units on the west side of the structure. Construction Unit 11 is the
interior facing of the southern wall in the west room. Construction Unit 12 is a broad
basal wall-support forming the western limit of the superstructure. The intersection of
these two architectural elements forms the interior southwest corner of the single
summit room dating to this time span.
Construction Unit 11 is the south interior wall of the Structure 208 – 2nd
superstructure. Excavations revealed a 1.0-meter long segment aligned 60º east of
north. The best-preserved point of the unit was 0.15 meters wide and the single course
of stone stands 0.2 meters tall. Aside from the cutstone block at its western
termination, river rounded cobbles comprised the principal construction material. The
interior facing of Construction Unit 12 abuts the northern facing of the south wall
(Figure 62 through Figure 65) to form the southwest interior corner of the summit
room. There was no evidence that any other preparation aside from packed earth
served as a formal floor surface for this room.
Construction Unit 12 is the western summit wall of Structure 208 – 2nd.
Excavations reveled a 1.0 meter long segment aligned 30º west of north. Measured
from the exterior facing to the interior facing, the wall is 1.4 meters wide (Figure 54).
The exterior, or west, facing of Construction Unit 12 rises a maximum height of 0.4
meters above the surface of the basal platform, Construction Unit 13. The interior
321

facing, however, barely reaches 0.2 meters above the projected earthen floor of the
western room. The construction material forming this wall is a mix of rectangular
cutstone blocks, L-shaped cutstone blocks, and river cobble. At this point, description
of the unit becomes increasingly problematic. Within the narrow segment revealed by
excavation, the unit exhibits a marked change in construction material. The north
exposure of the wall is exclusively made up of cutstone blocks of uniform size. The
southern limit of these blocks is aligned 60º east of north. Immediately to the south a
distinctive shift in material is evident. A combination of river cobbles, rectangular
cutstone blocks, and a single L-shaped block replaces the uniform material to the
north.
The use of the L-shaped block is of particular interest. This form is often
utilized to form a step, however within the context of Construction Unit 12, this block
has been inverted. This is suggestive of the reuse of robbed construction materials.
Whether this transition simply indicates a new source of building material in an
ongoing construction effort, or a later addition (composed of mixed material) to the
earlier cutstone wall cannot be determined with available evidence.
By the conclusion of Time Span 6 the summit architecture of Structure 208 –
2nd had been constructed. Subsequent construction efforts removed or obscured
architectural elements related to Time Span 6 and, therefore, excavations revealed
limited evidence of this phase. The superstructure is known through the exposure of
two construction units forming the western wall and a single interior wall. If these
walls are representative of the summit as a whole, the superstructure consisted of a
robust exterior wall measuring nearly 1.4 meters wide and 0.4 meters tall. The interior
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walls required a lesser investment of labor and material, measuring 0.15 meters wide
and 0.2 meters tall. As with the basal-platform, construction material was varied.
Cutstone blocks were noted in abundance and were integrated with locally available
river cobbles. While the construction technique appears Late Classic in nature, the
mix of stones suggests a diminishing availability of uniform cutstone blocks.

Time Span 5
Time Span 5 is known from the exposure of a single basal wall-support
projecting from the east facing of the Structure 208 – 2nd basal platform. This
construction effort may represent the addition of a small room or a terrace marking the
southern boundary of a patio. The initial north-south axial trench exposed a short
segment of the wall at a depth of 85 CMBS. The construction efforts producing this
wall clearly occurred after the completion of Structure 208 – 3rd B (Time Span 9) and
before the major fill episode forming the Structure 208 – 1st platform (Time Span 4).
A more refined chronological placement of the wall is not possible with the available
evidence.
Two stratigraphic levels may be associated with Time Span 5. Stratum 5 is the
ancient ground surface identified in the north-south axial trench. This sedimentary
layer was exposed along the east margin of the platform and would have been exposed
during the construction and occupation of Structure 208 – 2nd. Stratum 4 is a later
ancient ground surface composed of very dark gray (7.5 YR 3/1) sandy clay. This soil
was noted below the base of Structure 208 – 1st in the north and south ends of the axial
trench. The upper boundary of this level averages 20 CMBS and continues to a depth
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of 30 CMBS. It lies directly atop the sterile Stratum 8. Given that the location of
Time Span 5 construction efforts is deep within later architectural elements,
association between architecture and these stratigraphic layers is indirect.
Extrapolating from the spatial relationship of the construction unit to these layers, it is
likely that the wall was built atop Stratum 5 and occupational debris related to its
construction and use contributed to Stratum 4. A single feature is associated with
Time Span 5. Feature 3 is a midden resulting from cultural activity during this and
subsequent time spans. Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were
noted.
Construction efforts during Time Span 5 resulted in a single basal wallsupport, Construction Unit 10, projecting from the east facing of the Structure 208 –
2nd platform. Excavations revealed a segment 0.4 meters in length running roughly
60º east of north. The wall was 0.5 meters wide and the single course of river-cobbles
stood 0.15 meters tall. No cutstone blocks were noted in the description although,
given the narrow exposure of this wall, the presence of formal building materials
could not be eliminated. This unit may represent a basal wall-support related to an
ancillary (or surface-level) room to the east of Structure 208 – 2nd. Alternately, this
wall may represent a formalized terrace demarcating a patio. In either case, the
construction technique and material is more closely related to ninth- and tenth-century
endeavors in the Northeast Complex than those dating to earlier phases.

324

Time Span 4
Construction efforts resulting in the broad basal platform of Structure 208 – 1st
occurred during Time Span 4. Elements of the basal platform were exposed in the
north-south axial trench, along the west margin of the structure, and along the east
margin of the structure. A combination of time constraints and obfuscating
architectural elements dating to subsequent time spans prevented exposure of the
entire platform. Extrapolating from known elements of the platform, the basal
footprint measured 11.0 meters north to south and 25.5 meters east to west. The
platform summit rose 0.5 meters above the surface of the plaza. The platform was
aligned 72º east of west and was oriented to the north.
Two stratigraphic layers are associated with Time Span 4. Stratum 4 is the
ancient ground surface and would have been exposed at the time the basal platform of
Structure 208 – 1st was constructed and occupied. The north and south walls of the
structure were erected directly atop this layer. Stratum 3 is also the ancient ground
surface but is localized on the west margin of the structure. Stratum 3 consists of
hard-packed reddish gray-brown (5 YR 5/2) loam. This sediment was noted along the
exterior facing of Construction Unit 13 and below architectural elements built during
Time Span 4. The upper boundary of the layer was noted at 25 CMBS and continues
to a depth of 35 CMBS.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 4. Feature 2 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. The extension
of the basal platform during this time span ostensibly sealed the midden from earlier
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phases (and Feature 3). Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were
noted.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal platform of
Structure 208 – 1st. Construction Units 4, 5, 6, and 7 form the basal walls of the
platform. These elements were constructed of medium-sized river cobble.
Construction Unit 8 is a fill episode that raised and leveled the summit floor.
Construction Unit 9 is a similar fill episode except it is restricted to the southern side
of the basal platform. Together these construction units form the second largest
excavated platform in the Northeast Complex.
Construction Unit 9 is a fill episode on the south side of the Structure 208 – 1st
basal platform. The unit was exposed in the southern reaches of the north-south axial
trench. A segment 1.0 meter wide and 1.3 meters long was excavated. The unit lies
an average 0.35 meters below the modern ground surface and is 0.4 meters thick.
Construction Unit 9 consists of very dark gray brown (10 YR 4/2) clayey sand with
pebble inclusions. The fill rests atop Stratum 5 and is bound to the south by
Construction Unit 4. The north, east, and west boundaries were not realized by
excavation.
Construction Unit 8 is a fill episode at the center of Structure 208 – 1st. This
deposit runs uninterrupted from the interior facing of Construction Unit 4 in the south
to the interior facing of Construction Unit 6 in the north, is 8.7 meters long, and was
noted up to two meters east and west of the axial trench. This fill material consists of
very dark gray (7.5 YR 3/1) sandy clay and is virtually indistinguishable from the
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ancient ground surface, Stratum 4. Construction Unit 8 completely buried all previous
architectural elements associated with Structure 208 – 2nd and Structure 208 – 3rd.
Construction Unit 7 is the west basal wall of the Structure 208 – 1st platform
(Figure 67). Excavations exposed a segment 6.7 meters in length extending from the
east-west axis to the southwest corner of the structure. The overall length, 11.0 meters
is determined by projection. The wall averages 1.1 meters wide and stands an average
of 0.35 meters tall. Unlike construction efforts dating to the earliest phases of this
structure, Construction Unit 7 is composed of medium-sized river rounded cobbles
with only an occasional cutstone block. The best-preserved segments of the wall
exhibit up to two courses of stone, although the abundant fall in association with this
unit hints at a significantly taller wall throughout Time Span 4. The wall is aligned
22º west of north. Construction Unit 7 likely connects with Construction Unit 6 to
form the northwest corner and with Construction Unit 4 to form the southwest corner
of the structure. The nature of these corners, whether interdigitated or abutting, was
not noted.
Construction Unit 6 is the north wall of the structure. The unit was exposed by
the initial axial trench (a 1.0-meter segment) and again by lateral excavations at the
northeast corner of the platform (3.0 meters in length). The overall length is projected
to be 25.5 meters. Exposed segments of the wall average 1.20 meters wide and stand
0.5 meters tall. The two to three courses of cobbles were constructed at an alignment
72º east of west. Construction Unit 6 terminates in the east at the northern limit of the
Construction Unit 5 to form the northeast corner of Structure 208 – 1st. No effort was
made to interdigitate the cobbles of these walls, although a single well-placed cobble
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forms the cornerstone and termination point shared by these units. One aspect of
Construction Unit 6 is worthy of note. The lowest course of stones is entirely
composed of small, uniformly shaped river cobbles, and may represent a prepared
surface upon which the wall would be constructed. The upper courses of this wall are
composed of medium-sized, flat river cobbles (see Figure 68 and Figure 69). This is
an unusual construction technique as typically this relationship is reversed.
Construction Unit 5 is the east basal wall of the Structure 208 – 1st platform.
Excavations exposed a segment, 6.1 meters in length, extending south from the
northeast corner of the platform. The wall averaged 1.1 meters wide and 0.6 meters
tall. Construction Unit 5 was aligned 22º west of north and medium-sized cobbles
were the most commonly noted building material. The east facing of the unit is poorly
preserved (Figure 70) and is easily distinguishable from walls dating to earlier time
spans. The projected intersection of Construction Unit 5 and Construction Unit 4 is
the southeast corner of the structure.
Construction Unit 4 is the south wall of the basal platform. Lateral
excavations from the north-south axial trench exposed a segment of the wall, 4.0
meters in length. The unit average 1.1 meters wide and stands 0.4 meters tall.
Erosion, in conjunction with ninth- and tenth-century construction techniques,
promoted poor preservation along the southern margin of the structure (Figure 66).
Only two courses remain at the best-preserved segment although the abundant fall
suggests that the wall was much higher. Medium-sized river cobble was the principal
building material although the occasional cutstone block was noted. The south wall of
the structure is aligned 70º east of north.
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By the close of Time Span 4 the basal platform of Structure 208 – 1st had been
constructed. Excavations revealed segments of all four basal walls and the platform
measured 11.0 meters by 25.5 meters to occupy an area of 280.5 m2. This is the
maximum basal footprint Structure 208 would cover. Despite incorporating earlier
architectural elements within the core of the platform, construction efforts during this
time span represent a massive investment of resources and labor. The construction
technique and building materials were easily distinguishable from earlier efforts.
Structure 208 – 1st is representative of construction efforts common in the Northeast
Complex, dating to the ninth and tenth century.

Time Span 3
Construction efforts associated with the summit of Structure 208 – 1st occurred
during Time Span 3. The basal wall-supports of the superstructure were added to the
broad basal-platform. These architectural elements were partially exposed, however
their maximum extent was not realized due to time constraints. Based upon the
position of Time Span 3 construction units, the superstructure measured 23.2 meters
east to west and 8.5 meters north to south. No interior divisions or permanent
furniture can be attributed to this phase. The superstructure shares its alignment of 72º
east of north with the platform.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with the Structure 208 – 1st summit
architecture. Stratum 4 is a later ground surface and it would have been exposed
during this time span. It was noted in the north-south axial trench. Stratum 3, also a
later ground surface, is localized along the west margin of the structure. Although
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contemporary and analogous strata, these layers are distinguished by the description of
sediment and inclusions.
A single feature is associated with Time Span 3. Feature 2 is a midden
resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time spans. The extension
of the basal platform during the preceding time span ostensibly sealed the midden
from earlier phases. Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were
noted.
Construction activity during this time span created the summit architecture of
Structure 208 – 1st. Construction Units 1, 2, and 3 form the superstructure
foundations. Medium-sized river cobbles were used in the construction of these units.
While the summit architecture was minimally exposed, known elements suggest that
the superstructure was a hastily built endeavor.
Construction Unit 3 is the north basal wall-support of the Structure 208 1st
superstructure. Excavations near the northeast corner of the structure exposed a
segment of this footing 1.0 meter in length. The unit was in a poor state of
preservation and averaged 0.75 meters wide. The height of the basal wall-support was
not recorded, however medium-sized cobbles were used in its construction. The wall
is aligned 76º east of north and excavations did not reveal an articulation with other
elements of the superstructure.
Construction Unit 2 is the east foundation of the superstructure. Excavations
along the east margin of the platform exposed a segment of this wall 1.0 meter in
length. This segment of the wall was 0.3 meters wide and aligned 23º west of north.
Medium-sized cobles were used in its construction and the height, although not
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recorded, was likely less than 0.3 meters. The projected line of Construction Unit 2
would intersect Construction Unit 3 to form the northeast corner of the superstructure
and, with Construction Unit 1, to form the southeast corner of the superstructure. The
exact nature of this articulation was not revealed by excavation.
Construction Unit 1 is the south foundation of the Structure 208 – 1st
superstructure. As with other elements of the summit, the presence of the unit is
known although the overall dimension must be extrapolated from related architecture.
Excavations within the north-south axial trench uncovered a 1.0-meter segment of the
south wall. This segment of the unit was 0.4 meters wide and the single course of
stones stood less than 0.2 meters above the platform surface. Small to medium-sized
river cobbles were used in its construction and the wall was aligned 68º east of north.
The south facing of this wall was clearly defined by the use of uniformly flat-sided
stones. Unlike Construction Units 2 and 3, this unit was set well back (1.3 meters)
from the edge of the basal platform. This suggests that a broad unenclosed space may
have spanned the southern edge of the summit. If true, the orientation of Structure 208
– 1st may have been to the south as well as to the north.
By the close of Time Span 3 the summit architecture of Structure 208 – 1st had
been raised. Excavations partially revealed three of the four summit walls. These
units would have likely supported wattle-and-daub walls. Based on the location of
these units, the superstructure would have measured 23.3 meters east to west by 8.5
meters north to south, or 197.2 m2. The superstructure was roughly aligned with the
platform, 68º to 72º east of west and was set to the north end of the platform. No
evidence of a formal entry was noted. Based on the relationship of surrounding
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architecture, Structure 208 – 1st was oriented to the north. Nevertheless, this
interpretation is complicated by construction units dating to Time Span 3, specifically,
Construction Unit 1. This evidence suggests that the southern summit of Structure
208 – 1st was at least partial open (as a viewing platform). There is no evidence of a
formal entry and access up the steep hillside would have proved challenging. Overall,
Structure 208 – 1st afforded an excellent view of the Cacaulapa River and the alluvial
floodplain along the west bank, but access to the structure was probably gained from
the north.

Time Span 2
Construction efforts during Time Span 2 resulted in the addition of a basal
wall-support extending from the northeast corner of Structure 208 – 1st. The
construction of this wall created a private space represented by a household
represented by Structures 209, 210, and 211. The wall abuts the east facing of
Construction Unit 5, 0.3 meters south of the northeast corner of Structure 208 – 1st.
There is no evidence to suggest that Structure 208 was associated with this group,
rather the northeast corner of the basal platform proved a functional anchor for the
west termination of the wall. The wall is treated more fully in the Operation 41
architectural group summary.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 208 –
1st. Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 3, Stratum 2 and Stratum 1.
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Stratum 3 was the ground surface exposed during the occupation of Structure 208 –
1st. Terminal debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during
this time span. Stratum 2 is topsoil and it was noted on the west margin of the
structure. Stratum 2 is composed of packed brown (7.5 YR 5/2) loam with few
inclusions. The topsoil layer was noted to a depth of 20 CMBS beyond the structure
and 45 CMBS within the structure’s limits. Stratum 1 is topsoil and it was noted at the
summit of Structure 208 – 1st in the north-south axial trench. Stratum 1 consists of a
grayish-red (2.5 YR 3/2) loam. This sedimentary layer averaged 20 CMBS, although
a post-abandonment rodent disturbance carried the topsoil to a depth of 42 CMBS near
the center of the structure. Cultural materials, Feature 2, were distributed throughout
all three strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was
designated as Feature 1. Dense concentrations of architectural fall were noted along
the southern margin of the structure, due to the robust construction of the south basal
wall and erosion.
Summary
Structure 208 is a large building along the southeast margin of the Northeast
Complex. The initial construction effort formed the basal walls of the building. Nine
time spans are attributed to the structure. During its history, Structure 208 underwent
a minimum of three major transformations. The earliest context reveals two cutstone
platforms, Structure 208 – 3rd A and Structure 208 – 3rd B. These platforms were
constructed using techniques and materials generally attributed to the Late Classic.
Although not entirely exposed, excavations revealed Structure 208 – 3rd A to stand
333

nearly 0.4 meters tall by 1.95 meters to a side while Structure 208 – 3rd B stood 0.92
meters tall by 3.5 meters to a side. Both were aligned 22º west of north. The way
they faced was unknown.
The second major transformation joined the two early platforms to form a
single larger platform, Structure 208 – 2nd. Construction materials and techniques
reflects a Late Classic sensibility, although there is evidence that cutstone was pulled
from elsewhere to form this large platform and its superstructure. Excavations
revealed a minimum basal footprint of 5.5 meters north to south by 13.75 meters east
to west. The most prominent architectural elements were aligned 22º west of north.
The direction Structure 208 – 2nd faced was unknown.
The final form of the building, Structure 208 – 1st, was a ninth- and tenthcentury building endeavor. Coarsely stacked cobbles replaced cutstone walls and the
building grew horizontally rather than vertically. Structure 208 – 1st extended to 11.0
meters north to south by 25.5 meters east to west. The basal platform supported a
superstructure known by cobble construction units along the south and east walls. The
structure was aligned 72º east of north and oriented to the north. During this final
phase Structure 208 was an integral facet of the built environment in the southeast area
of the Northeast Complex.
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Figure 50. Schematic plan of Structure 208
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Figure 51. Section of Structure 208.
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Figure 52. Profile of early architecture, Structure 208.
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Figure 53. Detailed section of north side (A) and south side (B) of axial trench of west wall, Structure 208.

Figure 54. Plan of Structure 208, Construction Units 13 and 12.
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Figure 55. General view of Structure 208-2ndA, looking to the north.
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Figure 56. Detail view of construction, east wall (Construction Unit 20) of
Structure 208 – 3rd B, looking west.

Figure 57. Detail view of construction, east wall (Construction Unit 20) of
Structure 208 – 3rd B, looking west.
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Figure 58. General view of the northeast corner of Structure 208 – 3rd B,
looking west.

Figure 59. General view of the north facing of Structure 208 – 3rd B, looking
south.
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Figure 60. General view of the southeast corner Structure 208 – 3rd A, looking
west.

Figure 61. Detail of construction, south wall (Construction Unit 17) of
Structure 208 – 3rd A, looking north.
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Figure 62. General view of summit architecture (Construction Unit 12),
Structure 208 – 2nd, looking south.

Figure 63. General view of summit architecture (Construction Unit 12),
Structure 208 – 2nd, looking east.
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Figure 64. Detail of the southwest corner of the west summit room, Structure
208 – 2nd.

2nd.

Figure 65. Detail of interior summit wall, west summit room, Structure 208 –
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Figure 66. Detail of construction, south wall (Construction Unit 4) of Structure
208 – 1st, looking north.

Figure 67. Detail of construction, west wall (Construction Unit 7) of Structure
208 – 1st, looking east.
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Figure 68. Detail of construction, north wall (Construction Unit 6) of Structure
208 – 1st, looking south.

Figure 69. General view of northeast corner, Structure 208 – 1st .
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Figure 70. General view of the east wall (Construction Unit 5), Structure 208 –
1st, looking north.
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Structure 213
Structure 213 is a surface-level building along the east side of the Northeast
Complex. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural and
artifactual data from structures thought to function as parts of a household group or a
household in its own right. Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the
structure and identify internal spatial divisions. This structure was excavated during
the 2002 season under the direction of Adam Taplin. The structure summary
presented below is drawn from his research and insightful presentation of findings
(Taplin 2003).
The building is one of thirteen surface visible structures in the southeast region
of the Northeast Complex. Although Structure 213 was constructed in close proximity
to surrounding architecture, it does not appear to be associated with these buildings as
an architectural group. The closest building, Structure 212, lies 4.0 meters to the
southeast. As with its neighbor to the southeast, the orientation of Structure 213 is
heavily influenced by the local topography and built environment. Aligned 66º west
of north, this building runs parallel with the edge of the steep decline to the Cacaulapa
River. The immediate area is quite flat and grades slightly to the terrace edge. Despite
considerable investment of time and resources along the north side of the building,
Structure 213 faced away from the river and toward Structure 217.
Investigations of the structure began with an axial trench aligned 15º east of
north (Sub-operation E to the north and Sub-operation F to the south) extending 14
meters in length (Figure 76). An additional six sub-operations were opened to expose
the exterior walls of the structure as well as the interior: Sub-operation I was a lateral
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excavation clearing the western side of the southern wall, Sub-operation J was a lateral
excavation clearing the western side of the northern wall, Sub-operation M exposed
the southeastern exterior architecture, Sub-operation S exposed the northeastern
exterior architecture, Sub-operation U exposed the floor of the southeastern room, and
Sub-operation Y exposed the floor of the northern room. Artifact counts summarized
by sub-operation are presented in Table 26. Excavations were generally shallow
although probes were carried to a maximum depth of 45 CMBS beyond the structure
limits and 35 CMBS within the structure. Structure 213 was raised in a single
construction effort, however numerous episodes of collapse and reconstruction were
identified (Table 25). The basal dimensions of the structure measured 13.5 meters by
7.5 meters, for an area of 101.25 m2 (Figure 75). A six-man crew working from
March 18 to April 8 cleared 139 m2 in and around the structure.
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Table 25. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 213
Time Span
1
2
3
4
5
6

Activity
Collapse
Abandonment and reuse
Architectural additions
Maintenance
Collapse of north wall
Construction of basal-wall supports

Constr. Unit

1–4
5
6–9

Stratum
1, 2
2
2
2
2
2, 3

Feature
1, 3
2
3
3
4

Time Span 6
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 213 occurred during
Time Span 6. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid down during this phase
and would remain largely unchanged throughout its occupation. The building was a
simple surface-level structure measuring 13.5 meters by 7.5 meters. Subsequent
construction efforts would create two distinct rooms, however the initial form of the
building lacked interior divisions of any form. The single room measured 12.2 meters
by 4.5 meters with an interior space of 54.9 m2. Structure 213 was aligned 66º west of
north and was oriented south by southwest, to Structure 217.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 3. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of dark yellow
brown (10 YR 4/4) sandy clay derived from limestone parent material. Stratum 3 was
noted in the northeast end of the axial trench at 40 CMBS. Excavations continued to a
depth of 45 CMBS before they were abandoned. Stratum 2 is the ancient ground
surface. Stratum 2 consists of dark gray brown (2.5 Y 4/2) clayey loam with yellow
rock inclusions. Overburden along the edge of the plateau is thin and ancient ground
surface was encountered within 20 CMBS and continued to a depth of 40 CMBS.
There are no features associated with Time Span 6.
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Construction activity during this time span created the basal wall-supports of
Structure 213. Construction Units 6, 7, 8, and 9 form the basal wall-supports of the
building. These architectural elements were constructed of locally available riverrounded cobble and would have supported wattle-and-daub walls. The limits of the
structure were completely revealed by excavation.
Construction Unit 9 is the west basal wall-support of Structure 213. The wall
measures 7.0 meters long and averages 0.85 meters wide. The single course of
medium-sized cobbles stands 0.20 meters at its highest point. The exterior facing of
the unit was clearly defined and the cobbles were set in tight alignment at 32º east of
north. The southwest corner of the building is formed by the intersection of
Construction Unit 9 and Construction Unit 8. These two units are interdigitated. The
northwest corner of the building is formed by the intersection of Construction Unit 9
and Construction Unit 6, however the articulation of these two elements is unclear due
to poor preservation.
Construction Unit 8 is the south basal wall-support of the edifice. The unit
measures 13.5 meters long, averages 0.6 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters above the
ancient ground surface. The wall is composed of medium-sized cobbles aligned 66º
west of north. Construction Unit 8 is a single course of stones and the exterior facing
of the wall is clearly defined although it is not formally finished. The construction
material of this wall interdigitates with that of Construction Unit 9 and Construction
Unit 7 to form the southwest and southeast corners, respectively. There is no evidence
of a formal doorway although entrance to the building was likely gained across this
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wall. Subsequent construction efforts would result in a narrow terrace (Construction
Unit 2) slightly east of the midpoint of Construction Unit 8.
Construction Unit 7 is the east basal wall-support of Structure 213. The wall
measures 7.5 meters long and averages 0.7 meters wide. The two courses of stones
(Figure 74) stand 0.35 meters at its highest point. The exterior facing of the unit is
clearly defined and the cobbles were set in tight alignment at 24º east of north. The
southwest corner of the building is formed by the interdigitation of Construction Unit
8 and Construction Unit 7. The northeast corner is formed by Construction Units 6
and 5 abutting the interior facing of Construction Unit 7. Excavation revealed that
Construction Unit 7 continued an additional 0.45 meters beyond the northeast corner.
What function this may have served is not clear.
Construction Unit 6 is the north basal wall-support of the building. The wall
measures 10.1 meters long, averages 0.5 meters wide, and stands 0.35 meters tall at its
highest point. The wall is aligned 70º west of north and is composed of medium-sized
cobbles built around several large boulders that were seemingly in situ prior to the
construction of Structure 213. Well-preserved sections of Construction Unit 6 remain
two to three courses tall and the exterior facing of the wall is poorly preserved. This
wall spans the distance between the northern terminations of Construction Unit 9 and
Construction Unit 7 to form the north wall of the building.
By the conclusion of Time Span 6, the basal footprint of Structure 213 had
been constructed. The overall dimensions defined during this phase would remain
unchanged throughout the occupation of the structure. The building measured 13.5
meters by 7.5 meters and occupied nearly 102 m2 of the Northeast Complex. The
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basal wall-supports, Construction Units 6, 7, 8, and 9 were built directly on the ancient
ground surface (Stratum 2). The intersection of these architectural elements indicates
they were formed by a single construction effort. There is no evidence for a fill
episode to raise the interior and, therefore, Structure 213 lacks a basal platform. The
longest construction unit was aligned 66º west of north and the structure was likely
oriented to the south by southwest.

Time Span 5
Time Span 5 is known by the exposure of architectural fall from the north
basal wall-support, Construction Unit 6. The collapse of this wall resulted in a welldefined bajareque lens designated as Feature 4. This feature consists of reddish
yellow (7.5 YR 7/6) clay with clearly visible vertical stick impressions and is
associated with Stratum 2, the ancient ground surface. The fall was first exposed in
the axial trench and it extended from the base of Construction Unit 6 to north an
average of 1.0 meters. Evidence of Feature 4 was not recovered for the entire length
of the north wall. The deposit runs for 7.1 meters and is centered on the axis of the
building. Probing excavations did not penetrate the surface so determinations of
maximum thickness could not be ascertained. Along the margins, the feature
exhibited variable thickness and ranged from 2 to 5 centimeters. Although Feature 4
was initially deposited as part of an architectural collapse event the occupants of
Structure 213 continued to utilize the bajareque deposit as the surface of a formal
activity area. Subsequent deposition of occupational debris (Feature 3) and
construction efforts would cover portions of the feature.
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The collapse appears to be an isolated event during the occupational history of
Structure 213. Early Postclassic construction techniques required a minor investment
of labor and resources however the collapse of Construction Unit 6 reveals the
potential cost of such hasty building endeavors. The use of large boulders or rock
outcropping as integral elements of basal wall-supports is not uncommon in the
Northeast Complex (see Structures 209 and 210). For whatever reason, the
construction of the north wall lacks the stability exhibited by the other three basal
wall-supports and continued to require maintenance throughout the history of
Structure 213.

Time Span 4
Architectural renovations to the north wall of Structure 213 occurred during
Time Span 4. Cultural depositions associated with these construction activities are
likely indistinguishable from those associated with Time Span 5. Indeed, the time
between the collapse of Construction Unit 6 and the raising of new architecture is
likely to have been quite short. Remains attributed to these cultural activities are
associated with Stratum 2, the ancient ground surface. A single feature is associated
with this time span. Feature 3 is a diffuse midden resulting from cultural activities
during this and subsequent time spans. Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert,
obsidian, and groundstone were noted in Feature 3.
Construction Unit 5 is a segment of the north basal wall-support built after the
collapse of the earlier architectural element. The wall is 8.8 meters long, averages 0.6
meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters tall at its highest point. The single-course wall is
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aligned 66º west of north and is constructed of medium-sized cobbles. The northern
margin of the wall abuts the southern facing of Construction Unit 6 creating a single
broad basal-support measuring an average of 1.1 meters wide. Given its width, this
architectural unit may have served a secondary function as a low-lying shelf. The
southern facing of Construction Unit 5 is clearly defined although not formally
finished. The eastern end of the wall abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 7 to
form the northeast interior corner of the single room. The western end of Construction
Unit 5 terminates at a rock outcropping that was integral to all architectural elements
along the north side of Structure 213.

Time Span 3
Construction activity during Time Span 3 added three terraces to the exterior
of Structure 213 and a single projection to the interior, creating two rooms of unequal
size. The rooms measured 2.2 meters by 4.2 meters and 9.0 meters by 4.2 meters,
with the smaller room to the east. These construction efforts appear to be associated
with a trend towards the creation of formalized spaces identified at other structures
across the Northeast Complex.
A single sedimentary level is associated with Time Span 3. Stratum 2, the
ancient ground surface, would have been exposed during construction efforts and the
occupation of the structure. Feature 3, a diffuse midden resulting from cultural
activity within and around the structure, is also associated with this phase. No new
strata or features are assigned to Time Span 2.
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Construction efforts during this time span created architectural elaborations
along the north, west, and south facings of the structure, Construction Units 4, 3, and
2, respectively. Locally available river-rounded cobbles were selected as construction
material for these elements. Similar material was used to form Construction Unit 1, a
projection from the interior facing of the north wall. Together these construction units
form several formalized spaces along the exterior of the structure and within the
structural limits.
Construction Unit 4 is a small patio-like outset along the north facing of
Structure 213. The projection measures 2.7 meters long, averages 1.05 meters wide,
and stands nearly 0.25 meters tall at its highest point. The exterior facing of the unit is
a single course of medium-sized stone while the interior is composed of smaller stone
and tightly packed earthen fill. The best-preserved segment of the unit is aligned 75º
west of north. Construction Unit 4 was built directly atop of Feature 4 and is
positioned slightly west of the structure’s centerline.
Construction Unit 3 is a narrow terrace along the west margin of Structure 213.
The unit measures 2.2 meters long and projects 0.4 meters from the exterior facing of
Construction Unit 9. No elevation of this terrace was recorded, although it likely
stood 0.2 meters above the ancient ground surface, as did Construction Unit 9. The
function of this element is not entirely clear. It may have served as a bolster or support
for the western wall. Similar construction efforts are interpreted as enhancements
marking points of entry to Northeast Complex buildings. Therefore, access to
Structure 213 may have been gained via the west.
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Construction Unit 2 is a formal terrace or entry along the south facing of the
structure. The terrace is 1.6 meters long and projects an average of 0.45 meters from
the exterior facing of Construction Unit 8. The single course of stone is aligned 66º
west of north. Great care was taken to incorporate cobbles of similar size and shape,
thus creating a clearly defined exterior facing to the terrace. Taplin (2003) feels
strongly that this terrace marks a formal entry to the building. If correct, Structure 213
would have been oriented to the south by southwest, or towards Structure 217.
Construction Unit 1 is a projection from the interior facing of the north wall,
which divides the single room of Structure 213 into two separate spaces (Figure 71
through Figure 73). The unit projects 1.1 meters from the interior facing of
Construction Unit 5 and averages 0.8 meters wide. The single course of stones stands
0.25 meters tall at its highest point. Medium-sized cobbles were used as construction
material. Although the architectural element itself is largely unremarkable, it
drastically transforms the interior of Structure 213.
Construction activity during Time Span 3 formalized the exterior appearance
and interior division of Structure 213. Three terraces along the north, west, and south
facings of the building suggest access to the interior could be easily gained via all but
the east side of the edifice. The addition of these terraces created less than 4.5 m2 of
new activity area. Equally important was the division of the single interior room into
two rooms of unequal size. What remains unclear, however, is how the construction
of this projection altered the function of the building. At no time during its occupation
did the building contain permanent furniture, despite the abundance of domestic debris
throughout Feature 3.
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Time Span 2
During its penultimate phase Structure 213 was abandoned and reused as a
secondary midden. Cultural activity during Time Span 2 is known through the
identification of a secondary midden deposit in the small east room of the structure.
Designated as Feature 2, the deposit contains a high density of material as well as a
wide variety of artifactual debris (see Table 26, Sub-operation M). Lithic debris and
finished tools were recovered along side ocarinas, candeleros, worked sherds,
incensarios, and groundstone.
This is a unique deposit in the Northeast Complex. The ninth- and tenthcentury pattern of refuse disposal (whether related to domestic activity, craft
production, or what ever) typically conform to one of two patterns. Debris was
commonly discarded in close association with the structure in which it was created.
Nearly all of the Northeast Complex structures show an increased density of debris
along the base of the exterior walls. A second pattern, reuse of midden material as fill,
was noted in Structure 220 and 208. Otherwise, this pattern was quite rare. The reuse
of the small room as a midden contributes to the difficulty of determining the function
of Structure 213 through its occupation.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the collapse of Structure 213. Strata associated with
this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was the ancient ground
surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal debris associated
with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span. Stratum 1 is
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topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of dark gray (7.5
YR 4/1) loam. Inclusions of occupational debris, Feature 3, were distributed
throughout both strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the
structure was designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. With
the exception of the late midden, Feature 2, deposition of sediment and cultural
material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 213 is a surface-level building along the east margin of the Northeast
Complex. The initial construction effort formed the basal walls of the building. The
footprint of the structure measured 13.5 meters by 7.5 meters and the basal dimensions
would remain unchanged throughout its occupation. During the earlier occupation the
structure consisted of a single room measuring 12.2 meters by 4.5 meters or roughly
54.9 m2 of interior space. Subsequent construction activity would divide the interior
into two rooms measuring 2.2 meters by 4.2 meters and 9.0 meters by 4.5 meters.
Interestingly, there was no evidence for permanent furniture of any kind. Without the
presence of benches, the buildings function remains somewhat ambiguous, although
the associated material suggests that the building was a locus of domestic, ritual, and
(perhaps) storage. At the time of abandonment, Structure 213 was a medium-sized
building aligned 66º west of north and oriented to the south by southwest.
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Figure 71. General view of the north facing of Structure 213, looking north by
northwest.

Figure 72. General view of the southeastern room, Structure 213, looking to
the east.

362

Figure 73. General view of the East wall of Structure 213, looking to the north.

Figure 74. Structure 213, typical construction, Construction Unit 7.
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Sub Op Ceramic Chert
E
611
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F
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388
J
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391
M
3286
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S
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U
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Y
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0
1
0
2
1
0
0
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73
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0
0
1
5
1
0
0
0
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2
0
2
13
0
12
1
0
3734.30
232
209.85
1
0
2
21
0
1
0
0
3063.45
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203.15
1
0
10
23
0
17
2
1
1274.4
45
40.85
0
0
0
1
0
4
0
0
0.00
37
28.64
0
1
1
0
0
0
1
0
3503.05
283
231.82
1
0
4
17
1
14
1
0
16626.4
1231
1062.56
6
1
21
80
4
49
5
1

Table 26. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 213

Figure 75. Schematic plan of Structure 213.
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Figure 76. Section of Structure 213.
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Structure 218
Structure 218 (Figure 81) is located 20 meters to the east of Structure 220, the
central range-structure in the Northeast Complex. Excavations of Structure 218 were
designed to complement investigations of Structure 220 as well as investigations of
several potential household groups in the southeastern corner of the complex.
Structure 218 was constructed at the edge of a terrace connected to Structure 220,
suggesting that the activities associated with these two structures were closely related.
From the surface, Structure 218 and Structure 220 share the same alignment, (8º west
of north) further suggesting the activity and functions for each structure were
complimentary. Investigations reveled a minimum of four time spans associated with
Structure 218 (Table 27). Excavations began with an axial trench running roughly 86º
east of north, 3 meters north of the building’s southwest corner (Figure 78).
Excavations of the axial trench include Sub-operation A and B. Lateral excavations to
the south (Sub-operation C) and to the north (Sub-operation D) revealed the limits of
Structure 218. Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table
28. The basal dimensions of Structure 218 are 11.3 meters north to south by 7 meters
east to west, or an area of 56.5 m2 (Figure 77). A two-man crew beginning February
12 and ending April 9 cleared 113.5 m2. The excavations were extremely shallow, 30
CMBS outside of the structure and 35 CMBS within the structure. Although changes
in construction material were identified, the final dimensions represent the form of
Structure 218 throughout the majority of its occupation.
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Table 27. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 218
Time Span
1
2
3
4

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Addition of terrace wall and patio
Division of interior space
Major construction episode

Const. Unit
1, 2
3, 4
5 – 10

Stratum
1
1
1
2, 3

Feature
1, 2
2, 3
2, 3
3, 4

Time Span 4
The earliest construction episode in the history of Structure 218 occurred
during Time Span 4. The basic dimensions of Structure 218 were defined during this
span and the footprint remained largely unchanged throughout its occupation. The
construction of this structure constituted a significant investment of time, labor, and
resources relative to other structures in the Northeast Complex.
A single sedimentary level, Stratum 3, was in place prior to the construction of
Structure 218. Stratum 3 is a sterile layer found throughout the Northeast Complex.
This stratum is dark gray (2.5 Y 4/1) clay with inclusions of rough angled, medium
sized limestone rocks. Stratum 3 is an underpan for the plateau upon which the
Northeast Complex was constructed. Stratum 3 was identified at 30 CMBS in the
westernmost end of the axial trench of this structure and was not identified on the
eastern limits of excavation. Stratum 2 is a cultural level identified on the western
limits of the axial trench. Stratum 2 is a gray soil (7.5 YR 3/1) ranging 10 to 25
CMBS with a dense inclusion of cultural materials. This stratum exhibits the same
matrix as Stratum 1, a very dry gray soil with cultural inclusions. A lens of bajareque,
designated as Feature 3, that served as a patio surface along the north, west, and south
limits of Structure 218 separates the two strata.
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The relationship between these two strata is a direct result of activities in and
around Structure 218. Stratum 3 is a natural level without cultural intrusion. The
formation of Stratum 2 is contemporaneous with the construction of the structure and
overlays the natural topography.
There are two features associated with Time Span 4, both of which were
identified in the primary axial trench (Figure 78). Feature 4 is an early midden deposit
found in the west end of the axial trench 10 to 25 CMBS. The midden consists of a
concentration of lithic material and ceramics. This debris is likely associated with the
earliest period of activity at Structure 218. Feature 4 is capped by Feature 3, a
bajareque lens along the north, west, and southern margins of the structure. Feature 3
varies from 1 to 10 cm in thickness and disappears at 2 meters away from the wall
(Figure 79). The surface of Feature 3 is generally smooth and easily identified within
1 meter of the base of the wall, although it does not continue under the wall. Some
segments of the surface exhibit parallel impressions of medium sized sticks,
suggesting the bajareque surface may have originated as a wall from a wattle and daub
structure. Whether Feature 3 is the result of a fallen wall from Structure 218 or was
obtained from a fallen structure elsewhere at El Coyote is unknown. This feature was
well preserved and subsequent excavations did not penetrate the surface save for a
probe in the western end of the axial trench to identify preoccupation soil profiles. The
bajareque surface divides Stratum 1 and Stratum 2.

Given the superposition of

Feature 3, the areal extent of Feature 4 is unknown. The decision to preserve the
bajareque surface precluded the definition of Feature 4. Feature 4 lies atop the sterile
level and is associated with Stratum 2.
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Six construction units define Structure 218 during Time Span 4. As with other
structures throughout the Northeast Complex, relatively few additions or alterations
are reflected in the architectural layout. All construction units built during Time Span
4 functioned throughout the occupation of Structure 218. All of the construction units,
save Construction Units 5 and 6, simultaneously serve as the basal supports for walls
and as low lying benches or shelves.
Construction Unit 10 is the west basal wall-support of the structure and served
as a bench or low shelf. The exterior and interior limits of this construction unit are
not parallel. The western edge, also the exterior wall facing, is oriented 9º east of
north and is 11.3 meters in length. The eastern edge, also the interior wall facing, is
oriented 11º east of north and is 7.3 meters in length. The southern limit of
Construction Unit 10 is shared with Construction Unit 9 and the two entities appear to
have been built simultaneously. The northern limit of Construction Unit 10 is 1.6
meters long and although it forms a portion of the northern wall of Structure 218, is
distinct from portions of Construction Unit 7. Construction Unit 10 is one to two
courses of stone tall and is never more than 0.25 meters in height. Architectural fall
removed from the western facing of Construction Unit 10 suggests that the wall was
three courses high during occupation. Given that the walls of this structure are low, in
conjunction with a lack of steps, stairs, and terraces, the identification of doors and
entryways is problematic. Nevertheless, a potential doorway was identified in the
southern quarter of Construction Unit 10. This entryway was marked by a single
cutstone 1.5 meters north of the interior southwestern corner. The cutstone block was
embedded in Construction Unit 10. This well-preserved segment of the wall was
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exposed by the axial trench and is documented in the section (Figure 78). Cutstone is
not a common building material in the Northeast Complex and when it is documented
it is often in conjunction with a formal doorway (the inset stair of Structure 220 and
the entrance to Structure 209 are good examples of this practice).
Sorted medium-sized stones (average cobble size is 30 cm x 30 cm x 20 cm)
were used as construction material in Construction Unit 10. Flat-faced stones were
used to define the margins of the construction unit. The sorted stones are tightly
packed but the stones used for the exterior and interior facing are not interdigitated.
The northwestern and southwestern limits of Construction Unit 10 are the respective
corners of Structure 218. No special treatment was given to these cornerstones; the
stones are no larger than others in the construction unit. Selection for the cornerstone
was contingent on the exposure of two flat-faced sides joined by a corner. The exterior
wall of this structure is far more uniform than the interior wall. The western limit is
linear and well defined. The interior, however, is much less linear; large segments of
the wall are well formed and include cut-stones and well-formed cobbles while other
segments were faced with small cobbles or disappear completely. Given the
abundance of bajareque exposed by excavation it is unlikely that these stone facings
were visible during occupation.
Construction Unit 9 is the south basal wall-support and bench of Structure 218.
This unit was constructed simultaneously with Construction Unit 10 and their exterior
junction forms the southwest corner of the structure. The interior facing of
Construction Unit 9 is 3.6 meters long (Figure 80, B). The bench is 1.7 meters deep
and the interior facing is no more than .25 meters in height. A minimal amount of fall
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was noted in association with this construction unit suggesting that it may have been,
at most, a single course of stone taller during occupation. Orientation of the wellpreserved interior facing is 101º. The construction material consists of medium-sized
cobbles tightly packed behind retaining walls. Stones used for the retaining walls
exhibit a flat face placed to the outside. The exterior facing stood 0.25 meters above
the ancient ground surface. Cobbles selected for the bench facing were considerably
larger and more uniform than the fill material. Construction Unit 9 is the bestpreserved bench in Structure 218.
Construction Unit 8 is a wall and sloping zone that served as the east boundary
of Structure 218. The exterior, or east-facing, wall is poorly preserved and measures
11.0 meters in length. The west-facing, or interior, facing is 7.0 meters in length and
joins Construction Unit 9 and Construction Unit 6. Both facings of this construction
unit are preserved at a single course and are less than 0.25 meters tall. This
construction unit is composed of two parts, a basal support for the east facing and a
sloping zone connecting the summit to the slightly lower ground surface on the east.
The difference in elevation from the summit to the ground surface is nearly 0.75
meters. This relationship is depicted in the section drawing and a profile drawing of
the sloping zone (Figure 80, A). The basal support for the wall is 0.45 meters at the
widest point and the sloping zone is 1.0 meters wide. The northeastern and
southeastern limits of Construction Unit 8 are the eastern corners of Structure 218.
These corners are not well preserved and the corner stones are not particularly large or
well formed. A combination of cobbles sorted by size was used in the construction of
this unit. Medium-sized cobbles were used for the foundation and fill of the unit.
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Over the top of this cobble matrix, smaller cobbles were placed, presumably to create
a smooth, sloping surface. These cobbles are tightly packed. Selection of flat-faced
stones for exterior facing segments of Construction Unit 8 was not as rigorous as was
the case on analogous architectural elements for Structure 218. The northernmost
segment, connecting to Construction Unit 6 (a line of stones roughly 2.0 meters in
length), is the only portion where flat-faced stones were preserved. The sloping zone
of Construction Unit 8 may have served as a terrace or access to the summit of
Structure 218.
Construction Unit 7 is the north wall of Structure 218. Given the width of this
construction unit it likely served a dual purpose as a low shelf or bench. The northern
limit of Construction Unit 7 connects the northern facing of Construction Unit 10 and
Construction Unit 8, therefore this facing as a somewhat arbitrary 4.0 meters long.
The exterior facing is preserved at 1 to 2 courses of cobbles, 0.25 meters tall. The
interior facing of the bench or shelf is much easier to define and is 1.5 meters long.
The south-facing segment of the wall is only a single course of stones 0.15 meters tall.
This construction unit is slightly irregular but averages 1.9 meters in width. The
orientation of the exterior and interior facing is 101º and 99º respectively. Mediumsized sorted cobbles were the construction material of choice for this unit. The interior
facing is composed of slightly larger, flat-faced stones. The exterior facing is very
irregular and poorly preserved. This segment is representative of the exterior
architecture at the northeast corner of Structure 218.
Construction Unit 6 is a niche set in the northeast interior corner of the
structure. The western limit of the niche is 1.3 meters oriented 2º east of north. The
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southern border of the construction unit measures 1.4 meters set perpendicular to the
eastern and western elements. Construction Unit 6 is outset from the northeast corner
of the room. The western element of Construction Unit 6 is 0.30 meters west of the
western facing of Construction Unit 8; Construction Unit 6 abuts the southern facing
of Construction Unit 7. There is a 0.15 meters depression in the interior of the unit
(Figure 86). The unit was constructed from medium-sized cobbles. The western
margin of the unit is formed from flat-faced stones clearly defining the unit above the
burnt earth surface of the summit room floor (Construction Unit 5). The purpose of
this construction unit is not entirely clear, although other outset and inset niches are
noted on this structure (Construction Unit 3, Figure 85) and others throughout the
Northeast Complex. Given the location of this unit in the corner of the room, it may
have served as a support, base, or bolster for an upright column and roof-support.
Construction Unit 5 is the burnt earth floor of Structure 218. This unit was
noted in all areas that could be considered floor space of the interior room. The floor
surface ranges from 0.01 meters to 0.1 meters thick. The burnt earth abuts the base of
the interior facing of the north, west, and south benches. Although the surface was
created after the benches were in place Construction Unit 5 is contemporary with this
early time span.
These construction units define the exterior limits and interior space of
Structure 218 during Time Span 4. During this span, the exterior of the structure
measured 11.3 meters by 5.0 meters. Access to the interior was gained by an
entryway near the southeastern corner along the west wall, marked by a single
cutstone. An entryway from the east is likely, although evidence to demarcate the
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passage is not preserved. One possible interpretation would suggest that Structure 218
had a three-walled superstructure opening to the east. Entry to the summit was gained
via the sloping zone. If this interpretation were correct then Structure 218 and the
activities occurring therein would be associated with the residential and ceremonial
spaces in the southeast corner of the Northeast Complex, and not with monumental
Structure 220. The interior space of Structure 218 consists of a single room bounded
by three low-lying benches or shelves on the north, west, and east. The floor surface
demarcated by these benches measured 7.75 by 2.5 meters (or 19.38 m2). If the bench
surfaces were considered as functional space, 10.0 x 4.0 meters (or 40.0 m2) would
have been available. Either measurement would make this interior space among the
largest in the Northeast Complex.

Time Span 3
The second episode of construction augmented the interior of Structure 218.
The addition of two construction units divided a single room into a north and south
room and converted a possible entrance from the west into a bench, or low-lying shelf.
Correlation of construction efforts within the structure to the strata, features, and
construction units outside the structure is problematic due to the lack of clear
stratigraphic relationships. Therefore, construction units, strata, and features will be
grouped by the highest probability of contemporaneity.
All construction units and activities undertaken during Time Span 3 are
associated with Stratum 1. Stratum 1 consists of gray (7.5 YR 3/1) loam. This layer
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has broad horizontal distribution but is not exceptionally deep. This stratum includes
topsoil and terminal debris and 20 cm was the greatest depth noted below surface.
Feature 2, a more recent midden deposit along the north, west, and south walls
of Structure 218, is associated with Time Span 3. This feature consists of a high
concentration of ceramic, chipped stone, and groundstone refuse. The debris lies atop
the bajareque lens, Feature 3.
Two construction units were built during Time Span 3. These units narrow the
internal space of the structure along the southwest wall and corner. They represent a
minor expenditure of labor and resources but significantly change internal access and
the distribution of activity areas. Construction Unit 4 is an addition to the southern
interior facing of Construction Unit 10 and terminates at the junction of Construction
Unit 10 and Construction Unit 9 (or the southwest interior corner of the room). This
unit is 3.5 meters long and expands the width of Construction Unit 10 to 2.2 meters.
The unit was built atop the burnt earth surface, Construction Unit 5,which served as
the floor. The one to two courses of stone stand 0.25 meters tall. The interior facing
of Construction Unit 4 is oriented 11º east of north. Medium-sized cobbles were used
as construction material. Flat-faced stones were used on the northern and southern
segments of the unit. A poorly preserved one-meter segment near the middle of the
unit was removed to expose earlier architecture. The stones in this segment were
slightly smaller and did not exhibit the prominent flat faces of surrounding stones. It
is unlikely that these differences were visible while the structure was occupied as they
were covered by packed earth or bajareque.
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Construction Unit 3 is an outset stone box attached to the northern end of
Construction Unit 4 near the midpoint of Construction Unit 10 (Figure 85). The box
measures 1 x 1 meters and continues the alignment set by Construction Unit 4, 11º
east of north. The northern facing of the box is 1.5 meters in length and abuts the
facing of Construction Unit 10. The single course of stones stands less than 0.25
meters tall with a slight depression in the interior. Medium-sized cobbles form this
unit and flat-faced stones were used exclusively on the exterior margins. The function
of Construction Unit 3 is ambiguous but may correspond to Construction Unit 6. Both
units are integrated with the interior facing of benches, flat-faced stones were used in
their construction, and are open in the middle with a central depression.
Together, Construction Unit 3 and Construction Unit 4 constitute an alteration
in the use of space within Structure 218. These integrated units close off an entrance
to the structure from the west and divide a single room into two spaces. The floor
space of the north and south rooms measure 2.0 x 3.75 meters (7.5 m2) and 2.0 x 2.75
meters (5.5 m2) respectively. These rooms are separated by a 1.0 x 1.25 meters (1.25
m2) passage constricted by the outset Construction Unit 3. Inclusion of the benches
increases the total activity area from 14.25 m2 to 33.75m2. The north room remains
slightly larger with 18.0 m2 as opposed to 15.75 m2. These smaller rooms are
representative of the average room sizes in the Northeast Complex.

Time Span 2
The most recent construction activity associated with Structure 218 consists of
additions to the exterior of the building. This activity is limited to the construction of
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a formal terrace wall abutting the south wall of Structure 218, Construction Unit 9,
and a stone patio at the southeastern corner of the structure.
These construction units are associated exclusively with Stratum 1, an
extensive but shallow stratum composed of topsoil and terminal debris. The southern
extension of Feature 2, a dense concentration of midden material, was noted from
excavations in this locus. Feature 3, a bajareque surface, lies underneath the
Construction Unit 1 at the southwest corner of the structure.
Two construction units were built in Time Span 2. These units alter the
appearance and division of activity areas on the southern margin of Structure 218.
These are relatively simple constructions, which do not alter the foundation of the
structure nor do they affect the activity areas within the structure.
Construction Unit 2 is an irregular patio extending from the southern half of
the eastern wall of Structure 218, Construction Unit 8. The patio surface and
boundaries are non-continuous. The base of Construction Unit 8 forms the western
edge of Construction Unit 2. The southern edge terminates roughly at the southeast
corner of the structure. The northern border terminates 5.3 meters north of the
southeast corner of the structure. The eastern border was not exposed although
excavations revealed the unit to continue over 2 meters east of Structure 218. This is a
low-lying construction unit being little more than a single course of smoothed cobble
set to form a surface less than 0.20 meters above Stratum 2. Construction material
was uniform; the medium-sized cobbles were selected to for their disk-like forms.
The surface is not continuous and there are several gaps, the most notable absence of
stones was recorded in the section of the axial trench.
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Construction Unit 1 (Figure 82) is a formalized wall marking the eastern
boundary of a broad plaza between Structure 218 and Structure 220. Construction Unit
1 terminates at the southern side of Construction Unit 9, 1 meter east of the southwest
corner of the structure. Excavations exposed 2.1 meters of Construction Unit 1
oriented 6º west of north. The simple wall is 0.9 meters wide and the two courses of
stone are 0.20 meters tall. The unit was constructed of medium-sized cobbles; flatfaced cobbles were selected to form the exterior facing of the wall. The cobbles were
not well packed and the stones have slid from their initial positions. It is not clear
whether this construction unit was a mere retaining wall or served as a basal support
for a superstructure wall. What is clear, however, is the disruption of access from the
east or west.
Architectural elements built during the latest construction episode emphasize
activities conducted outside the structure. Construction Unit 2 creates a formalized
space on the eastern face of Structure 218. Construction Unit 1 restricts access around
the south side of this structure. This is significant because it further restricts access
from the southeast residential groups in the Northeast Complex and the plaza shared
by Structure 220 and Structure 218.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 218.
Stratum 1 is the single sedimentary layer associated with this time span. Stratum 1 is
topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of gray (7.5 YR
3/1) loam. Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout the
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topsoil. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was
designated as Feature 1. It is noteworthy that Structure 218 is the only structure in the
Northeast Complex to have evidence for sculpture (Figure 83 and Figure 84). The
sculpture fragment is discussed in Appendix II. In general, deposition of sediment and
cultural material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 218 underwent three construction phases. The earliest, Time Span 4
defined the major architectural elements of the structure through subsequent time
spans. During Time Span 4, the structure consisted of a low-level platform supporting
a simple superstructure demarcating a single large room. Benches are noted along the
north, west, and south walls. Entrance was gained through a west door as well as from
the east. During or immediately following this time the exterior and interior surfaces
were formed of tamped bajareque from a previous wall collapse. Additions during
Time Span 3 altered the interior space of the structure and closed the western entrance.
The most recent time span formalized outdoor activity areas surrounding the south and
east sides of the structure. During this phase southern access to the plaza shared by
Structure 218 and Structure 220 was blocked. These time spans demonstrate an
increasingly formalized division of space in and around Structure 218.
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Sub Op
A
B
C
D
Total

Ceramic
450
658
695
1470
3273

Chert
96
143
116
538
893

Obsidian
171
289
238
489
1187

Groundstone
1
0
0
13
14

Adze
1
0
0
0
1
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Beads
0
0
0
0
0

Biface
2
3
0
5
10

Incensario
1
7
3
14
25

Figurine
0
0
0
1
1

Table 28. Artifact Summaries by Sup-Operation, Structure 218
Worked Sherd
1
1
8
4
14

Snail
0
0
1
0
1

Figure 77. Plan of Structure 218.
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Figure 79. Limits of wall fall, west side of Structure 218.

Figure 78. Section of Structure 218.
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Figure 80. Detailed section of Structure 218, western wall (A), and profile of bench (B).

Figure 81. General view of Structure 218, looking to the north.

Figure 82. Junction of Construction Unit 1 and Construction Unit 8, Structure
218.
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Figure 83. Sculpture, in situ west of Structure 218.

Figure 84. Sculpture fragment from Structure 218.
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Figure 85. Construction Unit 3, Structure 218, looking to the west.

Figure 86. General view of Construction Unit 5 looking to the west from the
northeast corner of Structure 218.

387

Structure 212
Structure 212 (Figure 87) is a surface-level building along the east side of the
Northeast Complex. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural
and artifactual data from structures thought to function as parts of a household group.
Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and identify internal
spatial divisions. This structure was excavated during the 2002 season under the
direction of Adam Taplin. The structure summary presented below is drawn from his
research and insightful presentation of findings (Taplin 2003).
The location and alignment of Structure 212 were clearly impacted by the
surrounding architecture and topography. The nearest architectural group, consisting
of Structures 209, 210, 211, is directly to the south; Structure 211 is less than 2.0
meters away. The presence of a clearly defined wall, however, separates activities in
and around Structure 212 from those in the southern group. Structure 212 is more
closely associated with Structure 282B, just 4.4 meters to the northeast, and Structure
213, 4.0 meters to the northwest. Structure 212 is oriented to the west by southwest.
In this direction, the ritual building, Structure 217, lies 20.0 meters away. The
relationship of these structures in not entirely clear however, a small, 9.0-meter by 7.0meter patio is formed by Structure 282B, Structure 212, Structure 211 and the edge of
the plateau. Perhaps the topography exercised the greater influence upon the form and
alignment of Structure 212. The building was constructed roughly 7.0 meters from the
edge of the plateau and the decline to the Cacaulapa River is exceptionally steep in
this area. Structure 212 shares its alignment with the contours of the precipice, 34º
west of north.
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Investigations of the structure began with an axial trench aligned 50º east of
north (Sub-operation R to the northeast and Sub-operation S to the southwest)
extending 12 meters in length (Figure 89). An additional five sub-operations were
opened to expose the basal walls of the structure as well as elements of the summit
architecture and permanent furniture: Sub-operation U was a probe to locate the
southeast wall, Sub-operations V and AE traced the interior facing of the northwest
wall, Sub-operation W exposed the southwestern facing of the structure, and Suboperation Y exposed the exterior facing of the northeast and northwest walls. Much of
the floor was left unexcavated due to time constraints. Artifact counts summarized by
sub-operation are presented in Table 30. Excavations were generally shallow although
probes were carried to maximum depths of 20 CMBS within the structure and 60
CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 212 was raised in a single construction
effort, however a second effort created two large benches along the southeast and
northeast walls of the single room (Table 29). The basal dimensions of the structure
were 12.3 meters by 6.5 meters, for an area of 79.95 m2 (Figure 88). A six-man crew
working from April 9 to April 24 cleared 126 m2 in and around the structure.
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Table 29. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 212
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of permanent furniture
Construction of basal wall-supports

Constr. Unit
1–6
7 – 10

Stratum
1, 2
2
2, 3

Feature
1, 2
2
2

Time Span 3
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 212 occurred during
Time Span 3. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid down during this phase
and would remain unchanged throughout its occupation. The building was a simple
surface-level structure measuring 12.3 meters by 6.5 meters. Subsequent construction
efforts would add permanent furniture, however the initial form of the building lacked
interior divisions of any form. Structure 212 was aligned 34º west of north and was
oriented just south of west.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 3. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of dark graybrown (10 YR 4/2) sandy clay derived from limestone parent material. Stratum 3 was
noted in the northeast end of the axial trench at 45 CMBS. Excavations continued to a
depth of 60 CMBS before they were abandoned. Stratum 2 is the ancient ground
surface. Stratum 2 consists of grayish brown (10 YR 5/2) sandy clay. Overburden
along the edge of the plateau is thin and ancient ground surface was encountered
within 20 CMBS and continued to a depth of 45 CMBS.
A single feature is associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a diffuse midden
resulting from cultural activities during this and subsequent time spans.
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Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, obsidian, and groundstone were noted in
Feature 2.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal wall-supports of
Structure 212. Construction Units 7, 8, 9, and 10 form the basal wall-supports of the
building. These architectural elements were constructed of locally available riverrounded cobble and would have supported wattle-and-daub walls. The limits of the
structure were completely revealed by excavation.
Construction Unit 10 is the northwestern basal wall-support of Structure 212.
The wall measures 6.0 meters long and 0.5 meters wide. The single course of
medium-sized cobbles stands 0.20 meters at its highest point. The exterior facing of
the unit was clearly defined and the cobbles were set in tight alignment at 62º east of
north. Construction Unit 10 interdigitates with Construction Unit 9 to form the west
corner of the building and with Construction Unit 7 to form the north corner of the
structure.
Construction Unit 9 is the southwest basal wall-support of Structure 212. The
unit is 12.3 meters long, averages 0.55 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters tall. The
wall is composed of small to medium-sized cobbles aligned 36º west of north.
Construction Unit 9 is a single course of stones and the exterior facing of the wall is
clearly defined, although it was not formally finished. This construction material of
this wall interdigitates with that of Construction Unit 8 to form the south corner of
Structure 212. There is no formal entry to the interior, however the relationship of
surrounding architecture and subsequent construction units suggests access to the
interior was gained via Construction Unit 9.
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Construction Unit 8 is the southeast basal wall-support of the structure. The
wall measures 6.5 meters long and 0.5 meters wide. The single course of small river
rounded cobbles stands 0.23 meters at its highest point. The exterior facing of the unit
was clearly defined and the cobbles were set in a tight alignment of 62º east of north.
Construction Unit 8 interdigitates with Construction Unit 7 to form the east corner of
the structure.
Construction Unit 7 is the northeast basal wall-support of Structure 212. The
unit is 12.6 meters long and the single course of medium-sized river cobbles stands 0.2
meters tall at its highest point. The exterior facing of the unit is linear and clearly
defined. Due to subsequent construction efforts, the interior facing of Construction
Unit 7 is irregular and has a variable width. A segment, 3.3 meters long near the
midpoint of the wall averages 1.0-meter wide while the remaining segments average
0.5 meters in width. The transitions between these segments coincide with other
architectural elements. Construction Unit 6 marks the northern transition to a narrow
wall and the southern termination of the wide segment of the wall is marked by a
posthole. The exterior facing of the Construction Unit 7 is aligned 34º west of north.
By the conclusion of Time Span 3, the basal footprint of Structure 212 had
been constructed. The overall dimensions defined during this phase would remain
unchanged throughout the occupation of the structure. The building measured 12.6
meters by 6.5 meters and occupied nearly 80 m2 of the Northeast Complex. The basal
wall-supports, Construction Units 7, 8, 9, and 10, were built directly on the ancient
ground surface (Stratum 2). The intersection of these architectural elements indicates
they were formed by a single construction effort. There is no evidence for a fill
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episode to raise the interior and, therefore, Structure 212 lacks a basal platform. The
longest construction unit was aligned 34º west of north and the structure was oriented
to the west by southwest.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 added a large L-shaped bench along
the interior northeast and southeast walls of Structure 212. The bench was roughly 1.5
meters deep (measured from the exterior facing of the bench to the interior facing of
the basal wall-support) and ran the length of these two walls. No further interior
divisions were constructed during this phase leaving the single room of Structure 212
a moderately sized 9.6 meters by 3.8 meters. Given the lack of permanent furniture
during Time Span 3 and the slight modification to the layout of the structure during
Time Span 2, these construction efforts were likely undertaken in rapid succession.
A single sedimentary level is associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2, the
ancient ground surface, would have been exposed during construction efforts and the
occupation of the structure. Feature 2, a diffuse midden resulting from cultural
activity within and around the structure, is also associated with this phase. No new
strata or features are assigned to Time Span 2.
Construction efforts during this time span created permanent furniture on the
eastern side of the structure. The exterior facing of the bench is made up of
Construction Units 1, 2, 3, and 4. Locally available river cobbles were selected as
construction material. Two enigmatic elements of the bench, Construction Unit 5 and
Construction Unit 6, connect the exterior facing of the bench to the interior facing of
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the perimeter wall-supports. These two units aside, the surface and fill of the bench
was formed of hard-packed earth. Both segments of the bench were completely
exposed by excavation.
Construction Unit 6 is a small cobble surface along the northeast segment of
the L-shaped bench. The maximum length and width of the unit is 1.6 meters and 1.2
meters, respectively. The single course of small to medium-sized cobbles stands 0.12
meters tall at its highest point. The western end of Construction Unit 6 forms a
segment of the exterior facing of the L-shaped bench and is aligned 34º west of north.
The eastern end of the unit abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 7. The
purpose of this unit is unclear. Perhaps the unit served to stabilize the bench or as a
foundation for a roof support. Aside from its counterpart, Construction Unit 5, no
other examples of this architectural element were noted in the Northeast Complex.
Construction Unit 5 is a small cobble surface along the southeast segment of
the L-shaped bench. The unit measures 1.4 meters long, 1.0 meter wide, and less than
0.1 meters tall. This tightly packed surface is composed of small river-cobble and
shares alignment with Construction Unit 8, 62º east of north. Unlike its counterpart to
the north, Construction Unit 5 was never exposed as part of the exterior facing of the
bench. The cobble surface abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 8 and the
back of Construction Unit 4.
Construction Unit 4 is the facing of the southeast segment of the L-shaped
bench. The overall construction of this bench is not unlike that of other benches in the
Northeast Complex. The interior facing, or retaining wall, of the bench was
constructed of cobbles while the surface and fill consists of packed earth. This
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segment of the bench measures 5.0 meters long running at an alignment of 59º east of
north. The surface of the bench extends 1.5 meters from the interior facing of
Construction Unit 8, however the retaining wall of the bench is only 0.5 meters wide
and stands 0.16 meters tall at its highest point. The western termination of the unit
abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 9 while the eastern termination
interdigitates with the construction material of Construction Unit 3.
Construction Unit 3 is the southern segment of the northeast portion of the Lshaped bench. This unit extends 4.3 meters in length at an alignment of 34º west of
north. The surface of the bench extends 1.0 to 1.5 meters from the interior facing of
Construction Unit 723. The retaining wall averages 0.45 meters wide and the single
course of small cobbles stands 0.13 meters tall. The northern termination of this unit
is poorly preserved and it likely connects with the southern limit of Construction Unit
1.
Construction Unit 2 is the northern segment of the northeast portion of the Lshaped bench. This unit measures 3.3 meters long and is aligned 28º west of north.
The surface of the bench extends 1.3 meters from the interior facing of Construction
Unit 7. The surface and fill of this segment was formed from packed earth. At 0.85
meters wide, this segment of the retaining wall is more robust than any other portion
of the bench. Medium-sized river cobbles were selected as construction material and
the wall stands 0.15 meters above the surface of the floor. Construction Unit 2 abuts

23

Construction Unit 7 has a variable width, however the irregularity would have been hidden by the
construction of the northeast segment of the L-shaped bench.
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the interior facing of Construction Unit 10 to the north and Construction Unit 6 to the
south.
Construction Unit 1 is a poorly preserved segment of the northeast portion of
the L-shaped bench. This unit lies nearly on the axis of Structure 212 between the
northern termination of Construction Unit 3 and the southwest corner of Construction
Unit 6. A segment 1.1 meters in length was exposed by excavation, although the
overall length was likely 1.6 meters. The single course of small cobbles was
constructed at an alignment of 30º west of north. The surface of the bench projects 0.9
meters from the interior facing of Construction Unit 7 at this point and was formed of
packed earth. Where preserved, the retaining wall measures 0.3 meters wide and
stands 0.2 meters tall. The northern termination of Construction Unit 1 abuts the
southern facing of Construction Unit 6.
By the close of Time Span 2 a large L-shaped bench had been constructed
along the eastern interior walls of Structure 212. The eastern leg of the L-shaped
bench is 1.6 meters wide and has an interior facing of 10.4 meters. The southern leg
of the L-shaped bench is 1.5 meters wide and has an interior facing of 5.0 meters.
Together, these bench segments would provide 26.54m2 of bench surface. The
addition of this permanent furniture reduced the interior space in the single room to
9.6 meters by 3.8 meters, or 36.48 m2. The stratigraphic relationship between the
permanent furniture and the basal wall-supports indicates that the L-shaped bench was
a later addition. In reality, little time likely separated these two time spans. The basal
dimensions and alignment of the structure remained unchanged throughout Time Span
2.
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Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 212.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris (Feature 2) associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this
time span. Stratum 1 is topsoil 20 centimeters thick that overlays the entire structure.
Stratum 1 is composed of dark gray brown (10 YR 4/2) silt. Cultural material, Feature
2, was distributed throughout both strata. Architectural tumble associated with the
collapse of the structure was designated as Feature 1. A distinctive bajareque lense
(included with Feature 1) was located along the base of Construction Unit 4. The
deposit extended 0.8 meters from the exterior facing of this wall and was 0.06 meters
thick. Grass and stick impressions were noted in the bajareque. This feature is
associated with Stratum 1. In general, deposition of sediment and cultural material
was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 212 is a surface-level building along the east margin of the Northeast
Complex. The initial construction effort formed the perimeter walls of the building.
The footprint of the structure measured 12.3 meters by 6.5 meters and the basal
dimensions would remain unchanged throughout its occupation. The single room
would provide 63.02m2 of interior space. Subsequent construction activity enhanced
the interior of the structure with an L-shaped bench along the northeast and southeast
walls of the single room. The room now measured 9.6 meters by 3.8 meters for an
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area of 36.48 m2. The open layout of the structure and presence of the L-shaped bench
would suggest Structure 212 could accommodate meetings of fairly large groups. The
associated material, however, suggests that the building was a locus of domestic
activity. At the time of abandonment, Structure 212 was a medium-sized building,
aligned 34º west of north and oriented to the west by southwest.

Figure 87. General view of Structure 212, taken from southeast wall.
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Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian
AE
185
2
10.7
3
R
586
81
353.7
47
S
1045
152
450.45
62
U
503
30
115.55
35
V
632
217
1788
40
W
700
67
331.75
37
Y
735
110
719.6
93
282B
581
112
809.05
38
Total
4967
771
4578.8
355
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Obsidian (g)
3.05
62.55
60.77
33.34
25.05
27.45
73.05
28.21
313.47

Groundstone
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1
2

Biface Incensario
0
1
0
5
1
5
4
0
1
1
3
8
2
0
1
2
12
22

Worked Sherd Snail
1
0
2
0
0
0
3
0
4
3
4
0
6
11
7
0
27
14

Table 30. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 212 and Structure 282B

Figure 88. Schematic plan of Structures 212 and 282B.
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Figure 89. Section of Structure 212.

401

Structure 282B
Structure 282B is a small cobble platform on the extreme eastern edge of the
Northeast Complex (Figure 90). Excavations were conducted to collect comparative
architectural and artifactual data from structures thought to function as part of a
household group. Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and
identify internal spatial divisions. Structure 282 was specifically selected to test for
defensive architecture along the periphery of the complex. This structure was
excavated during the 2002 season under the direction of Adam Taplin. Architectural
and artifactual evidence from these excavations formed the basis of a paper presented
at the annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology (Taplin 2003). The
structure summary presented below is drawn from his research and insightful
presentation of findings.
Surrounding architecture and the steep topographic decline to the Cacaulapa
River circumscribes Structure 282B. The building lies 4.4 meters to the northeast of
Structure 212 and roughly 9.0 meters northwest of Structure 211. If the edge of the
precipice is taken as a barrier, then the area demarcated by these three structures is an
extremely private space, measuring 9.0 meters by 7.0 meters.
Investigations of the structure began with an axial trench aligned 50º east of
north (Sub-operation T) extending 4.0 meters in length. Lateral excavations were
opened to expose the basal limits of the platform and a possible terrace to the north.
All material associated with Structure 282B was collected in Sub-operation T24.

24

Structure 282B and Structure 212 are closely related. Based upon surface visible architecture, these
two structures were initially interpreted as a single L-shaped building. Initial excavation demonstrated

402

Investigations revealed a minimum of two time spans are associated with Structure
282B (Table 31). Much of the basal platform was visible from the surface and
excavations were generally shallow. Probes were carried to maximum depths of 10
CMBS within the structure and 15 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure
282B was raised in a single construction effort. Due to poor preservation, the basal
dimensions of the building are difficult to define. The maximum length and width of
all related architecture is 2.7 meters by 3.5 meters, or 9.45 m2. A more conservative
assessment of the architectural elements (measuring clearly defined concentrations of
construction material) would reduce the basal footprint to 5.55 m2. A two-man crew
working from April 9 to April 19 cleared 23 m2, or 100% of the structure and its
surrounding area.

that the architectural evidence did not support this interpretation. There are some notational
peculiarities that reflect this faulty interpretation, for example, artifact totals are presented in Table 30
with Structure 212, the two structures share a schematic plot (Figure 88), and no section drawing was
completed for Structure 282B.
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Table 31. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 282B
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of cobble platform and
possible terrace

Constr. Unit

Stratum
1, 2

Feature
1, 2

1–6

2

2

Time Span 2
Initial construction of Structure 282B occurred during Time Span 2. The basic
dimensions of the structure were laid during this phase and it would remain unchanged
throughout its occupation. A conservative interpretation of the architectural elements
allow for two cobble platforms sharing a basal wall. Together these platforms occupy
5.55 m2 of the edge of the plateau. A single terrace, 2.3 meters in length, was also
constructed during this phase. Together, the wall and platform represent the best
example of architectural enhancement of the plateau.
As a result of significant erosion along the edge of the slope, sedimentary
overburden in this area was exceptionally thin. A single stratigraphic layer is
associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2 is the ancient ground surface upon which the
building was constructed. This layer consists of grayish brown (10 YR 5/2) sandy
clay with dense pebbly inclusions. The ancient ground surface was identified 15
CMBS and once identified excavations ceased. A single feature is associated with this
time span. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities in and around
Structure 282B. Artifact densities were low (most likely as a result of erosion) but
pottery, chert, obsidian, snail, and groundstone were noted.
Construction activity during this time span created two small cobble platforms
sharing a single wall. The larger platform is made up of Construction Units 4, 5, and
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6. The true extent of this platform is unknown, however Construction Units 5 and 6
extend well beyond the fill. This suggests that the southern platform may have been at
least a third larger during occupation. The smaller (less well preserved) platform is
formed by the articulation of Construction Units 2, 3, and 6. In addition to the cobble
platform, a terrace, Construction Unit 1, was noted to the northeast of the structure.
The platform and terrace were constructed of locally available river-rounded cobbles.
Small amounts of bajareque were noted in association with the platform. The
peripheral construction units may have supported wattle-and-daub walls. No evidence
for superstructural elements was noted in association with the terrace. The limits of
the structure were completely revealed by excavation, while the northern limit of the
terrace was left uninvestigated.
Construction Unit 6 is the central wall and it essentially divides Structure 282B
in half. The unit measures 3.5 meters in length, averages 0.35 meters wide, and stands
0.20 meters tall at its highest point. The construction material was remarkably
uniform and medium-sized cobbles were set in a tight alignment, 58º east of north.
The eastern termination of Construction Unit 6 extends 1.8 meters beyond the northern
platform and 1.2 meters beyond the southern platform. Of all the construction units
associated with Structure 282B, the central wall is the best preserved.
Construction Unit 5 is the southern wall of Structure 282B. The wall is 3.5
meters long and the best-preserved segments of the wall are 0.3 meters wide. The
single course of medium-sized stones stands 0.05 meters to 0.1 meters above the
ancient ground surface. The wall is aligned 60º east of north and extends 1.2 meters
beyond the eastern margin of the large platform.
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Construction Unit 4 is the fill material and surface of the Structure 282B
southern platform. Bound by Construction Unit 6 to the north and Construction Unit 5
to the south, the platform measures 1.6 meters north to south and 2.3 meters east to
west. The platform stood no higher than 0.25 meters above ancient ground surface. A
depression was noted near the center of the unit suggesting that stones were removed
following abandonment or it was considerably lower during use. Further confounding
description is the poor preservation along the northeast facing. Although Structure
282B may have been bounded to the northeast by basal walls, no evidence of
construction efforts in this area remain. The platform may have measured an
additional 1.2 meters longer, although evidence of a larger surface was not noted.
Construction Unit 3 is the northern wall of the structure. The wall measures
1.7 meters in length, 0.25 meters wide, and stands 0.18 meters at its highest point.
Unsorted small and medium-sized cobbles were set at an alignment of 60º east of
north to form the basal wall. The wall is poorly preserved and was identified by a
concentration of cobbles more than by a defined facing. Whether this is the result of
hasty construction technique or erosion is unclear.
Construction Unit 2 is the fill material and surface of the Structure 282B
northern platform. The unit is composed of small to medium-sized cobbles and
packed earth. Construction Units 3 and 6 form the respective northern and southern
boundaries of the platform. The small platform measures 1.1 meters north to south
and 1.7 meters east to west. The surface of the platform rises little more than 0.1
meters above the ancient ground surface. There is no evidence to suggest that a
formal surface capped the unit.
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Construction Unit 1 is a possible terrace extending to the northeast of the
structure. A segment, 2.3 meters in length, was exposed by excavation. The wall
averages 0.35 meters wide and stands 0.25 meters at its highest point. The terrace is
aligned 36º west of north and generally follows the edge of the plateau. Exceptionally
blocky or cubical medium-sized angular stones were selected as construction material.
The stones were not tightly packed or interdigitated and gaps of up to 0.2 meters were
noted in the exposed segment. The southern termination of the wall lies 0.6 meters
north of Structure 282B. The northern limit was not exposed by excavation although
surface-visible elements of the terrace were noted along the edge of the plateau for up
to 3 meters to the north.
Time Span 2 marks the construction and occupation of Structure 282B. A
conservative assessment of the layout suggests that the building consisted of two
cobble platforms sharing a single wall. The larger platform measured 2.3 meters by
1.6 meters and provided a raised area of 3.68 m2. Its smaller neighbor to the north
measured 1.1 meters by 1.7 meters providing slightly less than 1.9 m2. The
stratigraphic relationship of these platforms is indicative of a single construction
effort.
A combination of hasty construction and poor preservation allow for a
tentative interpretation at best. Little can be determined by the architecture alone.
However, the relationship with surrounding architecture is revealing. Structure 282B
shared a private patio with Structure 212 and, as such, was oriented to the west or
south.
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Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 282B.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of dark
gray brown (10 YR 4/2) silt and was rarely greater than 5 cm thick. Inclusions of
cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata. Architectural
tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated Feature 1. This
feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general, deposition of sediment and cultural
material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 282B is a cobble platform along the east margin of the Northeast
Complex. The building was raised in a single construction effort. Due to poor
preservation the exact dimensions of the platform are difficult to determine. The
maximum extent of the architecture related to the structure measures 2.7 meters
northwest to southeast by 3.5 meters northeast to southwest. Assuming a more
conservative estimate of two conjoined platforms, the area is reduced from 9.45 m2 to
5.55 m2. The larger platform measures 2.3 meters by 1.6 meters while the smaller is a
mere 1.1 meters by 1.7 meters. Excavation also revealed a possible terrace extending
from the northeast corner of Structure 282B. This poorly preserved terrace extends
2.3 meters and follows the contours of the terrace. The structure was aligned 37º west
408

of north and oriented to the south or west. Although Structure 282B offers little in the
way of interior space, it was clearly a functional element in the private space
demarcated by Structure 211 and Structure 212.

Figure 90. General view of Structure 282B, looking to the north.
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Operation 29 Architectural Group

This architectural group is located in the southwest quadrant of the Northeast
Complex (Figure 91). The structures making up this group lie near the southern end
of a narrow ridge that demarcates the western margin of the Northeast Complex. The
ridge was enhanced by the Late Classic construction of a 220 meter-long causeway.
The causeway fell into disuse by the ninth and tenth centuries and the area became the
site of residential settlement. Structures along the southern margin of the Northeast
Complex, particularly those built in close proximity to the causeway, were raised
during the Late Classic and transformed during subsequent periods. The placement,
construction technique, and occupation of structures along the southern and western
margin of the Northeast Complex are of particular interest because they straddle the
ninth- and tenth-century transformations of El Coyote. These structures represent the
earliest antecedents of building endeavors in the Northeast Complex and they
continued to be used well into the final phase of occupation25.
The Operation 29 architectural group consists of six well-defined structures
surrounded by several ephemeral terraces and surface-level constructions. The
structures are focused around two distinct patios, thus delimiting two probably
functionally distinct groups of unequal size. The larger group consists of Structure
156, Structure 155, and (the unexcavated) Structure 157 (Figure 96). This aggregate is
adjacent to the east facing of the Late Classic causeway and elements of the causeway

25

Chronological designations of these structures are based upon radiocarbon assays, artifact seriation,
and proximity to the Late Classic ceremonial precinct.
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were incorporated into Structure 156 and Structure 157. The smaller group lies to the
west and consists of Structure 163, Structure 161, and Structure 165 (Figure 92).
These structures were built directly atop the causeway surface, which was used as a
patio. Given their close proximity, these two architectural groups are most likely
material correlates of a tightly knit social group, an extended kin group perhaps.
Excavations undertaken in this area sought to reveal relations between
households in and around the Northeast Complex. Structures along the abandoned
causeway are near the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza but, for the most part, lack
the size of structures on the east side of the complex. The Operation 29 excavations
offer the additional benefit of collecting data from structures inhabited from the end of
the Late Classic into the final days of the site’s occupation.
Structures within this operation were sampled during the 2000 and 2002 field
seasons with slightly different methodologies. The explicit goal during the 2000 field
season was to clarify the chronological placements of structures along the causeway.
Methodologies during the 2000 season focused on exposing elements of Structures
163 and 161 while collecting a sample from associated strata rather than exposing the
structures in their entireties. The author supervised excavations of these structures.
Further, horizontal and vertical control over archaeological contexts was assigned by
natural and cultural strata as identified in the field and 2 m2 excavations were utilized
instead of 1 m2 units. This methodology maximized the inclusion of contemporary
cultural deposits. Unfortunately, this approach also precluded the ability to plot
artifact density distribution across space.
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The goals during the 2002 field season were expanded to address functional
differences among households in the Northeast Complex and identify subtle
chronological shifts in construction, habitation, and abandonment. The project-wide
methodologies outlined in the introduction were employed for all excavations during
the 2002 field season. Structures 165, 155, and 156 were excavated in 2002 under the
supervision of Georline Thorne. The structure summaries presented below are drawn
from her field notes. The author is responsible for the final interpretation of these
structures and their relationship to the surrounding architecture of the Northeast
Complex.
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Figure 91. Operation 29 Architectural Group Location.
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Structure 163
Structure 163 is a small building on the western margin of the Operation 29
architectural group. Excavations were conducted to collect architectural and
artifactual data from structures along the causeway relevant to reconstructing activity
patterns and refining the chronological framework. Investigations were designed to
reveal segments of construction units, note the presence of interior divisions or
permanent furniture, and collect a sample of artifactual evidence from the interior and
exterior of the structure. This approach resulted in an index of activities conducted in
and around Structure 163. In turn, it is possible to assess how this structure functioned
within the context of the architectural group.
Structure 163 is the largest of three buildings in this small architectural group.
At roughly 5.0 meters distance, Structure 165 and Structure 161 form the east and
south border of the shared patio. Although the group was built atop a narrow
ridgeline, the topography was quite flat in the immediate area. Twenty meters to the
west the topography quickly drops away to a natural drainage running to the La
Coyota Creek. The group is circumscribed to the east by the eastern edge of the
causeway. Although less than 2.0 meters tall at its greatest height, the edge of the
causeway creates a clear limit to the small architectural group.
Investigations of Structure 163 began with an axial trench aligned 86º east of west
extending 6.0 meters in length (Figure 93). Lateral excavation units were opened to
expose segments of the basal walls and elements of the summit. Sub-operation A
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accounts for all material associated with Structure 16326 (Table 33). Excavations were
generally shallow although probes were carried to maximum depths of 50 CMBS
within the structure and 50 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 163 was
raised in a single construction effort, although elements of the Late Classic causeway
were incorporated into the basal platform (Table 32). Excavations revealed Structure
163 to be 4.5 meters east to west. Based upon elements of the architecture visible
from the surface, the structure is projected to be 6.4 meters north to south for an area
of 28.8 m2. A two-man crew working from March 7 to March 26, 2002 cleared 17 m2,
or 60% of the structure and its immediate area.
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Additional Sub-operations were opened to the west to test for architecture not visible on the ground
surface. No architecture was revealed and material collected from Sub-operations B and D could not be
assigned to Structure 163 with any certainty.
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Table 32. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 163
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of basal platform
Construction of causeway

Constr. Unit
1–3
4

Stratum
1, 2
2
3

Feature
1, 2
2
-

Time Span 3
Prior to the construction of Structure 163, the Late Classic causeway was built,
utilized, and abandoned. This cultural activity and related contexts are assigned to
Time Span 3. A single stratigraphic layer is associated with this time span. The
earliest sedimentary level is Stratum 3, a sterile layer composed of dark yellow-brown
(10 YR 3/6) clay with inclusions of angular fragments of decomposing bedrock.
Stratum 3 was noted 45 CMBS in the east end of the axial trench. Excavations ceased
when this layer proved sterile at 50 CMBS. No features are associated with this time
span.
Construction efforts during Time Span 3 resulted in the creation of
Construction Unit 427. Construction Unit 4 is a 2.0-meter segment of the 220 meterlong causeway, exposed in the axial trench of the Structure 163 excavations. The unit
is 0.2 meters thick, where exposed and consists of tightly packed medium-sized
cobbles in a matrix of gray to yellow (10 YR 3/6) silty clay. Although stone
preparations were noted, formal surface treatment was not noted and may have been
obscured by later construction episodes. The western edge of this unit was not
exposed. Construction Unit 4 was built directly atop the sterile stratum suggesting
that it was the result of the earliest cultural activity in the area.
27

Construction Unit 4 corresponds to Structure 161, Construction Unit 3 and Structure 165,
Construction Unit 7.
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Time Span 2
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 163 occurred during
Time Span 2. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid during this period and
no evidence was recovered to suggest that it underwent subsequent alterations. The
structure was a simple affair consisting of a low platform of cobble fill and four basal
walls, which served as exterior facings for the platform as well as the basal supports
for wattle and daub walls. The basal platform measured 4.5 meters (as exposed by
excavation) by 6.4 meters (as projected from surface-visible elements of architecture).
Although built directly upon the Late Classic causeway, construction of Structure 163
is consistent with efforts dating exclusively to the ninth and tenth centuries.
A single stratigraphic level is associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2 is a mix
of ancient ground surface and the accumulation of post-abandonment sediments. The
stratum consists of dark gray to black (7.5 YR 3/1) silty loam with inclusions of small
to medium-sized stones. Overburden in this area is thin and the stratum was
encountered within 8 to 10 CMBS and continued to a depth of 25 CMBS outside the
structure and 15 CMBS within the structure’s limits. A single feature, Feature 2, is
associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities
during this time span. The midden is scattered along the base of the platform although
higher artifact densities were noted along the western wall.
Construction activities during this period resulted in the basic layout of
Structure 163. The structure consists of four construction units corresponding to the
basal walls and a single fill episode of medium-sized cobbles. Three of these
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construction units were identified in the axial trench. The location and measurements
of the remaining architectural elements was extrapolated from these known units.
Construction Unit 1 is the east wall of Structure 163. The axial trench
exposed a two-meter segment of the wall. Construction Unit 1 is inferred to be 4.5
meters long, averages 0.5 meters in width, and stands 0.25 meters tall at its highest
point. The wall is composed of a single course of medium-sized river cobbles and is
aligned 2º west of north. Segments exposed by excavation were easily identifiable as
the flat facets of the cobbles were set in alignment to form a clean facing. Based upon
the location of surrounding architecture, access to the summit of the structure was
most likely gained across Construction Unit 1, however, no evidence of a formal
doorway or terrace was noted.
Construction Unit 2 is the west wall of the structure. A 4.0-meter segment of
the unit was exposed by excavation. The west wall is inferred to measure 5.0 meters
long, averages 0.65 meters in width, and stands 0.3 meters tall. The wall is composed
of small to medium-sized cobbles and is aligned 5º west of north. The interior facing
is a single-course tall while two courses remain from the exterior facing. As with the
east wall, flat-faceted stones were set in tight alignment to create a clean exterior
facing of the west wall.
Construction Unit 3 is a fill episode, forming the low basal platform of
Structure 163. This unit was partially exposed in the east end of the axial trench. The
fill episode consists of densely packed small to medium-sized river-rounded cobbles
and averages 0.4 meters thick. Trace amounts of dark gray to black (7.5 YR 3/1) silty
clay were noted. Construction Unit 1 defines the eastern limit of the fill deposit.
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Based upon the stratigraphic relationships of the basal walls and the fill deposit, it is
clear that Construction Units 1 and 2 were set in place first, then Construction Unit 3
was created to form a level platform surface.
Structure 163 was constructed and occupied during Time Span 2. The basal
platform measures 4.5 meters east to west and 6.4 meters north to south. Partial
clearing of the structure did not reveal interior divisions or permanent furniture. No
formal entry was identified and the structure was likely oriented to the east. Although
a single construction effort raised the structure, elements of the causeway
(Construction Unit 4) were incorporated into the foundation of the basal platform.
The abandoned causeway also served as the formal patio area directly to the east of
Structure 163.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 163.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1, 10 centimeters
thick, is composed of very dark brown (10 YR 2/2) silty sand with few pebbly
inclusions. Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both
strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was
designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general,
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deposition of sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding
phases.

Summary
Structure 163 is a small building on the northwestern margin of the Operation
29 architectural group. The structure was built during a single effort although
elements of an earlier construction unit were incorporated into the foundation. The
building was aligned 2º west of north and likely faced to the east. Excavations
revealed two of the four basal walls and, by extrapolation, Structure 163 measured 4.5
meters by 6.4 meters, or 28.8 m2. Investigations did not expose evidence of summit
spatial divisions or permanent furniture. Structure 163 was a simply built structure
with a low-lying basal platform, used in domestic activities in and around the small
architectural group.
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Table 33. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-Operation, Structure 163
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert weight Obsidian
A
796
18
48.65
11
Total
802
18
48.65
11

Groundstone Adze Incensario
5
1
4
5
1
4

Structure 161
Structure 161 is the southwestern-most building of the Operation 29
architectural group. Excavations were conducted to complement investigation of
Structure 163. Investigations were designed to reveal segments of construction units,
note the presence of interior divisions or permanent furniture, and collect a sample of
artifactual evidence from the interior and exterior of the structure. This approach
resulted in an index of activities conducted in and around Structure 161.
Structure 163 and Structure 165 lie roughly 5.0 meters to the north and
northeast, respectively. The topography of the immediate area is quite level and it did
not effect the preservation of architectural elements. Perhaps the most significant
factor in the placement of Structure 161 is the location of the west edge of the Late
Classic causeway. The structure was constructed adjacent to the edge of the
causeway. The surface of the abandoned causeway found a new purpose as a formal
patio.
Investigation of Structure 161 began with an axial, one-meter wide trench
aligned 90º east of north extending 8.0 meters in length (Figure 94). Lateral
excavation units were opened to expose segments of the perimeter walls. Suboperation C accounts for material associated with Structure 161 (Table 35).
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Excavations were generally shallow although probes were carried to maximum depths
of 30 CMBS within the structure and 50 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits.
Structure 161 was raised in a single construction effort, although the causeway
represents significant earlier cultural activity (Table 34). Unlike Structure 163, the
causeway was not incorporated into the basal platform. Excavations revealed
segments of two of four basal walls and, by extrapolation, the structure measured 2.6
meters east to west and 4.2 meters north to south, or 10.9 m2. A two-man crew
working from March 10 to March 24 cleared 26 m2 in and around the structure.
Nearly 50% of Structure 161 was exposed by lateral excavation and a large segment of
the west edge of the causeway was opened.
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Table 34. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 161
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Initial construction of the basal walls
Construction of the causeway

Constr. Unit
1, 2
3

Stratum
1, 2
2
3, 4

Feature
1, 2
2

Time Span 3
The Late Classic causeway was constructed, utilized, and abandoned prior to
the erection of Structure 161. This activity and related contexts are assigned to Time
Span 3. Two stratigraphic layers are associated with this time span. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 4, a sterile layer composed of dark yellow-brown (10 YR
3/6) clay with inclusions of decomposing bedrock. Stratum 4 was noted at 25 CMBS
within the structure’s limits and excavations ceased (at 30 CMBS) when this layer
proved sterile. Stratum 4 was not exposed beyond the limits of the structure. Stratum 3
is an ancient ground surface located below the edge of the causeway. The stratum
consists of tightly packed dark gray (7.5 YR 3/1) clayey soil with a few stone
inclusions. This surface was noted at 30 CMBS and continued to a depth of 55
CMBS. The stratum was not identified away from the edge of the causeway. No
features are associated with Time Span 3.
Construction efforts during Time Span 3 resulted in the creation of
Construction Unit 328. Construction Unit 3 is a 6.0-meter segment of the 220 meterlong causeway. The unit was exposed in the axial trench of the Structure 161
excavations. The unit is 0.2 meters thick, where exposed, and consists of tightly
packed medium-sized cobbles in a matrix of gray to yellow (10 YR 3/6) silty clay.
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Construction Unit 3 corresponds to Structure 163, Construction Unit 4.
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Although stone preparations were noted, a formal surface was not identified although
it may have been obscured by later construction episodes. The western edge of this
unit was clearly defined and the stones forming the exterior facing were set in a tight
line. The construction of the causeway is the single cultural activity related to Time
Span 3.

Time Span 2
Initial construction efforts resulting in the creation of Structure 161 occurred
during Time Span 2. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid out during this
phase and it would remain unchanged during its occupation. Structure 161 was a
simple surface-level edifice without interior divisions or permanent furniture. The
overall dimensions of the structure measured 2.6 meters by 4.2 meters. Structure 161
was aligned 4º west of north and oriented to the north or the east.
A single stratigraphic level is associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2 is an
ancient ground surface, post-dating the initial construction of the causeway but
predating the founding of Structure 161. Stratum 2 consists of dark gray (5 YR 4/1)
sandy loam with few inclusions. Overburden in this area is extremely shallow and
Stratum 2 was encountered between within 15 CMBS and continued to a depth of 35
CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2, is associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a
midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span. The midden is scattered
along the base of the walls and distinct concentrations of artifact densities were not
noted.
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Construction activities during this period resulted in the basic layout of
Structure 161. The structure consists of four construction units corresponding to the
foundation walls. Two of these units, the east and north walls, were exposed. The
location and measurements of the remaining architecture are extrapolated from
surface-visible segments of unexcavated construction units.
Construction Unit 1 is the east wall of Structure 161. A segment of the unit
measuring 3.3 meters long was exposed in excavation. The east wall is inferred to
have measured 4.2 meters in length, averages 0.4 meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters
tall at its highest point. The single-course of stone is composed of small to mediumsized river cobbles and is aligned 4º west of north. The wall was easily identified and
all of the stones were clearly aligned. Access to the interior of the structure may have
been gained across Construction Unit 1, although no evidence of a formal doorway
was identified.
Construction Unit 2 is the north wall of the structure. A 2.0 meter segment of
the wall was exposed by excavation. The construction of the north wall can be
described as ephemeral at best. Construction Unit 2 disappears 1.7 meters west of the
northeast corner. Access to the interior of the structure may have been gained across
Construction Unit 2 and the lack of stone may have served as a formal entry. Based
upon surface-visible elements of the unexcavated basal walls, Construction Unit 2
may have measured 2.6 meters in length. Exposed segments of the north wall average
0.3 meters wide and stand 0.25 meters tall. Small to medium-sized cobbles were the
principal construction materials used to form the unit. The north wall was aligned 85º
east of north.
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Structure 161 as constructed and occupied during Time Span 2, measures 2.6
meters east to west and 4.2 meters north to south. Partial clearing of the structure did
not reveal interior divisions or permanent furniture. No formal entry was identified
and the structure was likely oriented to the east or the north. Unlike Structure 163,
elements of the Late Classic causeway were not incorporated into the foundation of
Structure 161, rather, the abandoned causeway served as the formal patio area directly
to the east of Structure 161.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 161.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure by 5 to 15 centimeters. Stratum
1 is composed of very dark brown (10 YR 2/2) silty sand with few pebbly inclusions.
Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata.
Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as
Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general, deposition of
sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 161 is the smallest building on the western margin of the Operation
29 architectural group. The structure was built in a single effort although elements of
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an earlier construction unit are closely associated with the building. The structure was
aligned 4º west of north. An absence of stones along the north wall of Structure 163 is
suggestive of a north entrance, however, the direction this structure faced cannot not
be conclusively determined. Excavations revealed two of the four foundation walls
and, by extrapolation, Structure 161 measured 2.6 meters by 4.2 meters, or 10.9 m2.
Investigations did not expose evidence of internal spatial divisions or permanent
furniture. Structure 161 was a simply built surface-level structure used for domestic
chores in and around the small architectural group.
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Table 35. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 161
Sub Op
C
Total

Ceramic
718
718

Chert Obsidian
56
17
56
17

Incensario
2
2

Figurine
1
1

Structure 165
Structure 165 is the easternmost building in the small Operation 29
architectural group. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural
and artifactual data from a clearly defined household unit. Investigations were
designed to identify the overall dimensions of the edifice, note the presence of interior
divisions of permanent furniture, and to collect a sample of artifactual evidence from
interior and exterior contexts.
Structure 165 is a relatively small building, although not the largest or smallest
of the architectural group. Structure 163 and Structure 161 lie roughly 5 meters to the
northwest and southwest, respectively. The topography of the immediate area is quite
level, although all of the architecture on the west margin of the Northeast Complex
enjoys a moderate rise in elevation above the structures to the east. Perhaps the
deciding factor in determining the location of Structure 165 is the edge of the
causeway. The entire group is circumscribed to the east by the eastern edge of the
causeway. Although less than 2.0 meters tall, the edge of the causeway limits the
space behind Structure 165 to less than 3.0 meters.
Initial investigations consisted of a 1-meter wide axial trench aligned 80º east
of north (Sub-operation AC) extending 9.0 meters in length (Figure 95). Lateral
excavations were opened south of the axial trench consisting of four sub-operations:
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Sub-operation AM ran parallel to the trench, Sub-operation AQ exposed the west wall,
Sub-Operation AV exposed the south wall, and Sub-Operation BJ exposed the area
immediately south of the structure. Three sub-operations comprised the lateral
excavations to the north: Sub-operation AE exposed the west wall, Sub-operation AZ
exposed the summit, and Sub-operation AI cleared the east wall. Artifact counts
summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table 37. Excavations were generally
shallow although probes were carried to maximum depths of 45 CMBS within the
structure and 45 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 165 was raised in a
single construction effort, although the causeway represents significant earlier cultural
activity (Tabloe 36). Those who constructed Structure 165 took advantage of the
prepared level surface of the causeway and built the low basal platform directly on the
abandoned roadway. The basal platform measures 3.8 meters east to west and 4.7
meters north to south, for an area of 17.9 m2. A small terrace along the west wall of
the platform contributes an additional 0.6 m2 of formal activity area. A four-man crew
intermittently working from April 1 to May 6, 2002 cleared 31.0 m2 or 100% of the
structure and immediate area.
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Table 36. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 165
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Initial construction of the basal walls,
permanent furniture, and terrace
Construction of the causeway

Constr. Unit

Stratum
1, 2

Feature
1, 2

1–6

2

2

7

2, 3

Time Span 3
The Late Classic causeway was constructed, utilized, and abandoned prior to
the construction of Structure 161. This activity and related contexts are assigned to
Time Span 3. Two stratigraphic layers are associated with this time span. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3, a sterile layer composed of yellow-brown (2.5 YR 4/3)
silty clay with inclusions of decomposing bedrock. Rocky inclusions were much
denser in the eastern probes than elsewhere. Stratum 3 was noted at 30 CMBS beyond
the limits of the structure. Investigations revealed and additional 20 centimeters of
sterile sediment before excavations were terminated. Stratum 2 is the ancient ground
surface located below the edge of the causeway to the east. The stratum consists of
very dark brown (10 YR 3/2) silty clay with dense rocky inclusions. This surface was
noted at 25 CMBS within the structure and beyond its limits. Stratum 2 exhibited
variable thickness from 5 centimeters above the east edge of the causeway to 40
centimeters in the extreme west end of the axial trench. No features are associated
with Time Span 3.
Construction efforts during Time Span 3 resulted in the creation of
Construction Unit 729. Construction Unit 7 is a 1.0-meter segment of the 220 meterlong causeway. The unit was exposed in the eastern end of the axial trench. The unit
29

Construction Unit 7 corresponds to Structure 163, Construction Unit 4 and Structure 161,
Construction Unit 3.
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is 0.4 meters thick, where exposed. Construction Unit 7 measures nearly 4.0 meters
from its eastern margin to the base of Structure 165, which overlays the unit. This
segment of the causeway was built from medium-sized cobbles tightly packed to form
a level surface. The eastern edge of the unit is aligned 12º west of north. The
construction of the causeway is the single cultural activity related to Time Span 3.

Time Span 2
Initial construction efforts resulted in the emergence of Structure 165 occurred
during Time Span 2. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid down during this
phase and it would remain unchanged during its occupation. The structure consisted
of a low basal-platform, aligned 4º west of north, with evidence for permanent
furniture. The basal platform measures 3.8 meters by 4.7 meters and the presence of a
terrace along one wall suggests the structure was oriented to the west. Despite use of
the causeway surface as a foundation for the basal platform, construction of Structure
165 is consistent with efforts dating exclusively to the ninth and tenth centuries.
A single stratigraphic level is associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2 is the
ancient ground surface, post-dating the initial construction of the causeway but
predating the founding of Structure 161. Stratum 2 consists of very dark brown (10
YR 3/2) silty clay with dense inclusions of small rocks. Overburden in this area is
generally shallow and Stratum 2 was encountered between within 15 to 20 CMBS and
continued to a depth of 35 CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2, is associated with this
time span. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities during this time
span. The midden is scattered along the base of the walls.
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Construction activities during this period created the basic layout of Structure
165. The structure consists of four construction units corresponding to the basal walls,
two construction units forming an L-shaped bench along the north and east walls, and
a single construction unit forming a small terrace along the west wall. The structure
was cleared in its entirety to reveal variable degrees of preservation. The western and
northern walls were easily identifiable, however, the eastern wall and southeast corner,
in particular, were ephemeral. The location and measurement of the architecture in
poorly preserved segments was extrapolated from well-defined construction units.
Construction Unit 6 is the west basal wall of Structure 165. The wall
measures 4.7 meters in length, and averages 0.5 meters wide. A segment of the west
wall, 1.2 meters long is slightly wider as a result of large boulders, part of a natural
outcrop, left in place at the southwest corner. The single course of medium-sized
cobble stands 0.4 meters at its highest point and is aligned 4º west of north. The
exterior facing of the unit was well defined, because flat-faceted stones were set in a
tight alignment. Entrance to the summit was gained across Construction Unit 6,
although no formal entry was noted. Orientation was inferred based on the presence
of a terrace, Construction Unit 1, appended to the west side of Construction Unit 6.
Construction Unit 5 is the south wall of the structure. A segment, 1.75 meters
long, was exposed in excavation. The eastern end of the unit was poorly defined and
the overall length, 2.25 meters, was determined by extrapolation. The south wall is
0.25 at its greatest width and stands less than 0.2 meters tall. Construction Unit 5 was
fashioned of small to medium-sized angular stones at an alignment of 78º east of
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north. The south wall abuts Construction Unit 6 to form the southeast corner of the
structure.
Construction Unit 4 is the east wall of Structure 165. A well-preserved 1.0meter segment of the wall was identified in the axial trench. Lateral excavation
reveled the wall to be ephemeral and difficult to identify (a common trait of
construction units along the western margin of the Northeast Complex). The overall
length of the east wall is projected to be 4.7 meters. The wall averages 0.25 meters
wide and the single course of stones stands less than 0.2 meters tall. Small to mediumsized stones were used in construction and the unit is aligned 2º west of north. The
exterior and interior facing of the wall were clearly defined based upon the remaining
segment of Construction Unit 4. There is insufficient evidence to determine how
Construction Unit 4 articulated with the north and south walls.
Construction Unit 3 is the north wall of the structure. Excavations exposed a
2.95-meter segment of the unit. The eastern end of the wall was unclear due to poor
preservation. Construction Unit 4 is thought to have been 3.0 meter long. The north
wall was particularly wide, 1.2 meters, and may have served as a dual purpose a
bench. The unit was constructed of small to medium-sized stones and the single
course stands less than 0.25 meters at its greatest height. The southern facing of the
bench was aligned 88º east of north. The west end of the unit abuts the interior facing
of Construction Unit 6 to form the northwest corner of the structure.
Construction Unit 2 is a rectangular segment of a bench along the east wall of
Structure 165. The unit measures 1.1 meters in length, 0.8 meters wide, and stands
less than 0.3 meters at its highest point. Constructed of tightly packed small to
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medium-sized stones, the unit shares alignment with the east wall, 2º west of north.
This segment of the bench is a single course of stones tall and care was taken to place
flat-faced stones along the exterior to form a clean facing. This unit abuts the south
facing of Construction Unit 3 to form an L-shaped bench.
Construction Unit 1 is a small terrace along the west side of Structure 165.
The unit was excavated in its entirety and did not run the length of the structure. The
terrace measures 0.8 meters in length and projects 0.75 meters from the west facing of
Construction Unit 6. Constructed of small, rounded-cobbles, the single course of
stones stands 0.15 meters tall. Excavations revealed that the terrace was built slightly
away from the exterior facing of the structure; a gap, 0.3 meters wide was noted
between the southeast corner of Construction Unit 1 and the base of Construction Unit
6. Further, the terrace was slightly askew, aligned to 1º west of north. Whether this is
the result of hasty construction or an attempt to take advantage of existing elements of
the causeway surface (Construction Unit 7) is unclear.
Structure 165 was constructed and occupied during Time Span 2. By the close
of this phase the basal platform would measure 3.8 meters east to west and 4.7 meters
north to south. The interior of the building was not subdivided into rooms. An Lshaped bench along the north wall and portions of the east wall left a minimum of 6.2
m2 of interior floor space. A small terrace along the exterior of west wall suggests a
point of access. The structure was oriented to the west and formed a patio group, atop
the abandoned causeway, with Structures 163 and 161.
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Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 163.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure by 15 to 20 centimeters.
Stratum 1 is composed of very dark brown (10 YR 2/2) silty sand with a few pebbly
inclusions. Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both
strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was
designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general,
deposition of sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding
phases.

Summary
Structure 165 is a moderately sized building on the eastern edge of a small
architectural group. The structure was built during a single effort although elements
of an earlier construction unit represent significant earlier cultural activity. The basal
platform was aligned 4º west of north and the structure was oriented to the west. An
L-shaped bench along the north, and part of the east, wall dominates the interior of the
structure. The bench was shallow, little more than 1.0-meter wide, and built low to the
ground. Although small, the west terrace is the only evidence for the exterior addition
or adornment to any of the edifices in this small architectural group. Structure 165
was a simply built structure with a low-lying basal platform related to domestic
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activities in and around the Structure 161, Structure 163, and Structure 165
architectural group.
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Sub Op Ceramics Chert Chert weight Obsidian
AC
705
96
788.85
56
AE
216
17
393.80
17
AI
49
10
40.75
9
AM
118
34
12
AQ
52
21
5
AZ
183
20
82.70
3
BJ
37
17
99.60
4
Total
1360
215
1405.7
106
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Obsidian Weight
41.56
22.93
11.02
15.11
2.75
13.84
1.56
108.77

Groundstone
1
0
0
0
2
0
0
3

Biface
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
2

Incensario
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Table 37. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 165
Worked Sherd Candelero
2
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
1

Structure 155
Structure 155 is a long building demarcating the eastern limit of the Operation
29 architectural group. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative
architectural and artifactual data from clearly defined household units. Due to the size
of the building, investigations were truncated to reveal segments of the basal walls and
identify the presence of permanent furniture or internal divisions on the summit, in
addition to the collection of a sample of artifactual evidence from interior and exterior
contexts.
Structure 155 is the largest building in the Operation 29 large architectural
complex. Structure 156 spans a distance of 8.0 meters from the base of the causeway
to the west facing of Structure 155. Structure 155 may have been a discrete structure
for much of its occupation, only to be joined with Structure 156 later in the
construction sequence of each building. The topography of the area is level, although
the architectural group was built on a narrow ridge overlooking the Northeast
Complex to the east. Drainage to the La Coyota Creek was the view to the west. As
with all the Operation 29 structures, the Late Classic causeway was the determining
factor in locating and orienting Structure 155. This large architectural group is
circumscribed to the west by the eastern edge of the causeway. The causeway stands
2.0 meters tall and would have formed the third wall to a relatively private patio.
Initial investigations consisted of a one-meter wide axial trench aligned 80º
east of north (Sub-operation AA) extending 12.0 meters in length (Figure 97). A
second axial trench aligned 10º west of north (Sub-operation BB) extended 6.0 meters
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south of the east-west axial trench. Lateral excavations were opened south of the eastwest trench to expose segments of the architecture: Sub-operation BL and Suboperation BM expose the summit at the intersection of the two axial trenches, Suboperation BH exposed the east wall, Sub-operation BA exposed the west wall, Suboperation BC exposed the western segment of the south wall, and Sub-operation BG
cleared the eastern segment of the south wall. Lateral excavations were opened to the
north of the east-west axial trench: Sub-operation BK cleared a 3.0 m2 area of the
summit, Sub-operation BI cleared a 2 m2 area of the summit, Sub-operation BF
exposed the west wall, Sub-operation BD exposed a segment of the east wall, and
Sub-operation BN exposed a segment of the north wall. Artifact counts summarized
by sub-operation are presented in Table 39. Excavations were shallow although probes
were carried to maximum depths of 25 CMBS within the structure and 40 CMBS
beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 155 was raised as a result of multiple
construction efforts (Table 38). The basal platform measures 10.0 meters east to west
and 27.5 meters north to south for an area of 275 m2. A six-man crew working
intermittently from April 1 to May 6 cleared 66 m2 or a quarter of the structure and its
immediate area.
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Table 38. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 155
Time Span
1
2
3
4

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Additions of permanent furniture, terraces
and other architectural elements
Initial construction of basal walls, Structure
155 – 1st
Construction and collapse of Structure 155 –
2nd

Constr. Unit

Stratum
1, 2

Feature
1, 2

1 – 11

2

2

12 – 15

2

2
3

Time Span 4
The initial time span is known by the partial exposure of architectural fall from
construction units associated with Structure 155 – 2nd. Subsequent construction efforts
subsumed architectural elements from this initial edifice. Excavations were not
designed to penetrate existing architecture and Structure 155 –2nd must be inferred
from surrounding structures and associated contexts.
Feature 3 is a bajareque lens exposed in the western limits of the east-west
axial trench. The feature consists of reddish yellow (7.5 TR 7/6) burnt earth some
fragments of which have vertical stick impressions. The fall was located 50 CMBS
and continued for a minimum of 5 centimeters before excavations were terminated.
The feature is separated from later construction by a stratum of accumulated sediment
(Stratum 2) 15 centimeters thick.
Time Span 4 represents the earliest cultural activity in association with
Structure 155. The evidence recovered from this early phase does not allow for the
determination of the dimensions or particulars of spatial divisions and permanent
furniture. The construction of Structure 155 – 2nd is contemporary with the
neighboring Structure 156 – 2nd A and Structure 156 – 2nd B. The earlier versions of
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Structure 156 were consolidated into a single large structure and a similar construction
history may be inferred for Structure 155 – 2nd.
Time Span 3
Construction activity associated with Structure 155 – 1st occurred during the
Time Span 3. The basal platform of the structure was raised during this phase.
Building upon earlier construction units, the basal platform of Structure 155 – 1st was
the largest edifice in the Operation 29 architectural group. The basal platform
measured 9.0 meters east to west and 27.5 meters north to south. Occupying 247.5
m2, the platform is over three times the area of the next largest building, Structure 156.
There would be interior divisions and permanent furniture following the initial
construction of the platform but there is no evidence to suggest that the summit
architecture was integral to elements of the basal platform. The basal platform was
aligned 8º west of north and oriented to the shared patio of the Operation 29 large
architectural group.
The ancient ground surface, Stratum 2, is the single sedimentary level
associated with Time Span 3. Stratum 2 consists of very dark brown (7.5 YR 2.5/2)
silty clay. Overburden in this area is notably thicker than elsewhere in Operation 29
and the ancient ground surface was encountered 40 CMBS and continued to a depth of
45 to 50 CMBS. Stratum 2 lies above a layer of architectural fall suggesting some
period of time passed between the collapse of Structure 155 – 2nd and the construction
of the Structure 155 – 1st basal platform.
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A single feature, Feature 2, is associated with Time Span 3. Feature 2 is a
midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span. The midden is
scattered along the base of the walls, although slightly higher concentrations were
noted along the south margin.
Construction activities during this period resulted in raising the basal platform
of Structure 155 – 2nd. The platform consists of four construction units corresponding
to the exterior basal walls. All four construction units were identified by excavation.
The southern wall is the only architectural element of the basal platform that was
completely exposed. The measurements of remaining units are extrapolated from
partially excavated segments. Excavation priority was given to the southern half of
the structure because it was most closely associated with the shared patio and
significant animal and tree disturbance limited the possibility of encountering wellpreserved architectural elements to the north.
Construction Unit 15 is the west wall of the basal platform. A segment 1.0
meter long was exposed by excavation. The overall length, 8.1meters, was determined
by extrapolation. The north wall is 0.4 meters wide and stands less than 0.4 meters
tall. The unit was constructed of medium-sized cobbles and is aligned 80º east of
north. The quality and preservation of the exterior facing of the north wall was not
noted. Construction Unit 15 would join the northern termini of Construction Units 14
and 12 to form the northeast and northwest corners of the structure, respectively. The
small probe did not reveal whether the north wall abuts the lateral units or is
interdigitated with them.
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Construction Unit 14 is the east wall of the Structure 155 – 1st basal platform.
The southern 6.8 meters of the unit were exposed by excavation. The overall length,
27.5 meters was determined by extrapolation. The east wall is 0.35 meters wide and
the one to two stone courses stand 0.25 meters at its highest point. The unit was
constructed of mixed angular and rounded small to medium-sized stones.
Construction Unit 14 is aligned 11º west of north. Where exposed, the exterior facing
was clearly defined. Care had been taken to place flat-sided stones in tight alignment.
The south wall of the basal platform abuts the interior facing of Construction Unit 14
to form the southeast corner of Structure 155 – 1st.
Construction Unit 13 is the south basal wall of the structure. Completely
exposed, the unit measures 8.15 meters long, averages 0.32 meters in width, and
stands 0.2 meters tall. A mix of angular and rounded cobbles was used as construction
material. Smaller, rather than medium or large, stones were more commonly used.
The exterior facing of the south wall was clearly defined. Although the stones were
not shaped, flat facets were placed in tight alignment to form a clean facing. The
south wall was constructed at an alignment of 80º east of north. The south wall abuts
the east and west walls to form the southern corners of the Structure 155 – 1st basal
platform.
Construction Unit 12 is the west wall of the basal platform. The southern 7.8
meters of the wall were exposed by excavation. The overall length, 27.5 meters is
known from extrapolation. The width of the west wall varies from 0.22 to 0.61 meters
and the two-course unit averages 0.2 meters tall. The unit was constructed of mixed
material. Rounded cobbles and angular rocks were noted, some of which were
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vesicular basalt. Medium-sized stones were commonly used and set at an alignment
of 10º west of north. Subsequent construction efforts have masked the exterior facing
of the west basal wall. Entrance to the structure was gained across Construction Unit
12, although no formal entryway was noted. Access was inferred by the shared patio
and addition of a terrace during the subsequent time span.
The basal platform of Structure 155-1st was constructed during Time Span 3.
By the close of this phase, the platform would measure 9.0 meters east to west and
27.5 meters north to south. Although summit architecture would soon follow, there is
no evidence to suggest that these units were built simultaneously with the basal
platform. The structure was aligned 10º west of north and oriented to the west.
Together with Structures 156, 157, and the east edge of the causeway, Structure 155 –
1st formed a private patio.

Time Span 2
Construction efforts associated with the summit of Structure 155 – 1st occurred
during Time Span 2. Interior walls, permanent furniture, and terraces were added to
the broad basal-platform. Excavation strategy was designed to identify the presence of
summit architecture and to follow the construction units if time allowed. For this
reason it is difficult to determine the exact nature of the elements discussed below. A
single sedimentary layer, Stratum 2, was associated with Time Span 2. The single
feature, Feature 2, is a mixed midden spanning this and the earlier time span. The
southern end of the summit minimally consisted of five benches or bench-like
elements. Unlike other structures dating to the ninth and tenth century, the benches do
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not delimit clear activity spaces; rather they are built near the middle of the summit.
The terraces built along the west and south walls, however, are easily recognizable as
architectural elements of the Early Postclassic.
Construction Unit 11 is a narrow terrace extending from the west facing of the
Structure 155 – 1st basal platform to the southern terrace of Structure 156 – 1st. The
eastern termination of the unit abuts Construction Unit 12 10.6 meters north of the
southwest corner of the basal platform. A segment, 1.5 meters long, was exposed by
excavation. The western termination of Construction Unit 11 is projected to have
intersected a rectangular architectural element on the southern facing of Structure 156
– 1st, Construction Unit 7. The overall length, 4.5 meters, was determined by
extrapolation. Where exposed, the exterior facing of the terrace is 0.25 meters wide
and stands 0.20 meters tall. The unit was constructed of small to medium-sized
angular stones set at an alignment of 88º west of north.
Construction Unit 10 is a bench near the axis of the basal platform. The
western limits of the bench, 1.9 meters long, was exposed by excavation. The eastern
limits were not revealed. The bench measures 1.9 meters wide at its maximum point
and 0.25 meters tall. The bench was constructed of small to medium-sized cobbles.
The southern facing of the bench is aligned 89º east of north. The north facing is
aligned 73º east of north. It is unclear if the bench abuts the interior facing of
Construction Unit 14.
Construction Unit 9 is an ambiguous architectural element on the western side
of the southern half of the Structure 155 – 1st basal platform. The unit is an L-shaped
construction, extending to the north and east. Segments 1.15 meters long of the
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northern line and 0.6 meters long of the eastern line were exposed by excavation.
Construction Unit 9 may have functioned as a bench, facing to the north. This
putative bench stands 0.2 meters tall and was constructed directly on Stratum 2. The
facing of the bench was clearly defined, however shaped stones were not used. The
articulation of Construction Unit 9 to surrounding architectural elements is not known.
Construction Unit 8 is a broad bench on the southern end of the Structure 155 –
1st basal platform. A segment, 1.5 meters north to south and 2.8 meters east to west,
was exposed by excavation. The northern end of the unit was poorly preserved and its
complete length is unknown. The bench was constructed of medium-sized stones and
it stood 0.25 meters tall. The western facing of the bench is aligned 2º west of north
and the eastern facing of the bench is aligned 5º west of north. Excavations did not
reveal the articulation of Construction Unit 8 to surrounding architectural elements.
Construction Unit 7 is a narrow bench near the north-south axis on the
southern end of the Structure 155 – 1st basal platform. The southern margin of the
bench was exposed by excavation. The bench was freestanding, that is, not articulated
with any architectural element or other permanent furniture. The segment revealed
was 0.75 meters long, 1.2 meters wide, and stood 0.3 meters tall. The single course of
stone was composed of medium-sized stones and, although the orientation is
unknown, the east and west facings are aligned 10º west of north. The southern facing
exhibited the best preservation and a clearly defined exterior facing was noted.
Construction Unit 6 is an ambiguous architectural element identified 1.0-meter
west of the interior facing of the east wall of the Structure 155 – 1st basal platform. A
segment, 1.0 meter long, was revealed in the axial trench. The overall length is
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unknown as is the articulation with other architectural elements. The wall is 0.5
meters wide and 0.25 meters tall, where exposed. The unit was constructed of mixed
angular and rounded small to medium-sized stones, aligned 13º west of north.
Treatment of the west facing of the unit was not noted.
Construction Unit 5 is a broad terrace along the west facing of the Structure
155 – 1st basal platform. A segment, 7.65 meters long, was exposed by excavation.
The southern limit was poorly preserved and the overall length, 9.0 meters, was
determined by extrapolation. The terrace projects up to 0.8 meters from the basal
platform and stands less than 0.15 meters above the ancient ground surface. The
western facing of the unit was constructed of flat-faced medium-sized stones at an
alignment of 4º west of north. Although cut-stones were not used, the facing was clean
and easily recognizable. The gap between the exterior facing of Construction Unit 5
and the basal platform was filled with smaller unsorted cobbles. Construction Unit 5
abuts the southern facing of Construction Unit 11. The southern termination is
projected to have intersected the southwest corner of the basal platform 1.6 meters
north of that point (the intersection of Construction Unit 12 and Construction Unit 13).
The construction of this terrace would have contributed 7.2 m2 of additional activity
space to Structure 155 – 1st.
Construction Unit 4 is a southern terrace near the southwest corner of the basal
platform. The entire terrace was exposed by excavation. The unit measured 3.5
meters long and projected 0.4 meters from the southern facing of the basal platform.
The single course of medium-sized stones stood less than 0.1 meters above the ancient
ground surface. The southern, or exterior, facing of the terrace was clearly defined,
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although shaped or cut-stones were not used. The terrace shared an alignment of 80º
east of north with Construction Unit 13. Building the southern terrace would have
added 1.4 m2 of space to the basal platform.
Construction Unit 3 is a narrow line of stones projecting from the south wall of
the Structure 155 –1st basal platform. The function of this architectural element is
unclear. Although the overall length is unknown, a segment, 1.2 meters long, was
exposed by excavation. The projection is 0.5 meters wide, stands less than 0.3 meters
tall, and is aligned 9º west of north. The unit was constructed of medium to large
angular stones. The unit was well preserved. Construction Unit 3 abuts the southern
facing of the basal platform and does not articulate with any other known architectural
elements.
Construction Unit 2 is a centrally located terrace on the southern facing of the
basal platform. Completely exposed by excavation, the unit measures 1.4 meters long,
projects 0.33 meters from the basal platform, and stands 0.3 meters tall. The unit was
constructed of small to medium-sized angular and rounded stones. The terrace shared
an alignment of 80º east of north with Construction Unit 13. Construction Unit 3
added les than 0.5 m2 of activity space to the structure.
Construction Unit 1, like Construction Unit 3, is an ambiguous line of stones
off the southern facing of the basal platform. The overall length is unknown. A
segment measuring 1.05 meters long, 0.3 meters wide, and 0.3 meters tall was cleared.
The unit was constructed of medium-sized angular stones at an alignment of 15º west
of north. Terminating on the north 0.6 meters south of Construction Unit 13, the line
of stones does not articulate with any other known architectural elements.
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Numerous architectural elements were added to the Structure 155 – 1st basal
platform during Time Span 2. Excavations revealed that a minimum of three terraces,
five interior divisions or benches, and two architectural projections from the south
wall were constructed by the close of the phase. Unlike other excavated contexts in
the Northeast Complex, Structure 155 was not completely cleared. Although this
strategy allowed the identification of basal and summit architecture, the exact nature
and articulation of these construction units is unclear. In general, the construction
units built during the penultimate time span created numerous divisions on the summit
and extended the southern and western area of the basal platform.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 155.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris (Feature 2) associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this
time span. Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure by 5 to 25
centimeters. Stratum 1 is composed of black (10 YR 2/1) silty loam with few pebbly
inclusions. Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both
strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was
designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general,
deposition of sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding
phases.
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Summary
Structure 155 is a large structure on the eastern margin of the Operation 29
architectural group. The building is the result of three construction episodes. An early
construction effort, identified as Structure 155 – 2nd, is known through the
identification of architectural fall exposed below the base of a later terrace. The
remains of this collapsed structure form the core of the Structure 155 – 1st basal
platform. The consolidation of the early structure is contemporary with renovations
throughout Operation 29. The latest basal platform would measure 10.0 meters east to
west and 27.5 meters north to south during its final stage. Structure 155 – 1st was
aligned 8º west of north and oriented to the west. At least five walls or benches
divided the summit of Structure 155 – 1st. Three terraces along the west, south, and
east of the basal platform were identified and in conjunction with two architectural
projections along the south wall constitute the only known external additions to the
structure. Structure 155 is a complicated amalgam multi-phase construction efforts
resulting in the largest edifice in Operation 29 and is seemingly related to domestic
activity in and around the architectural group.
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Sub Op
AA
BA
BB
BC
BD
BE
BF
BG
BH
BI
BK
BL
BM
BN
Total

Ceramic
1002
180
363
224
22
12
406
391
184
24
9
41
191
13
3062

Chert Chert weight Obsidian
128
231.35
121
13
71
6
37
48.45
45
20
54.25
9
4
15.25
5
2
2
340
1052.05
26
51
262.75
26
26
26
0
0
3
26.35
5
4
9.2
3
11
42.95
11
3
43.4
12
642
1857
297
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Obsidian Weight
107.91
3.55
50.18
6.74
5.4
1.4
24.71
23.19
25.76
0.00
3.2
3.41
9.01
9.82
274.28

Groundstone
5
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
6

Biface
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
2

Incensario
3
0
1
0
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
6

Table 39. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-Operation, Structure 155
Worked Sherd
3
1
0
0
0
0
3
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
8

Structure 156
Structure 156 is a complex building at the northwest corner of the Operation 29
large architectural group. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative
architectural and artifactual data from clearly defined household units. Areal
investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and identify internal spatial
patterns. The eastern basal walls, however, were never realized due to tree and animal
disturbance near the junction of Structure 155 and Structure 156. In addition to the
identification of architectural elements, an artifact sample from interior and exterior
contexts was also collected.
Structure 156 forms the northern boundary for the shared patio of the large
architectural group. Structure 156 extends from the eastern facing of the Late Classic
causeway to the west margin of Structure 155. These two structures, 156 and 155,
were joined later in the construction history of the group. The topography of the area
is level, although the gradually ascending ridge upon which the group was constructed
offers an elevated view of the ceremonial complex to the east.
Initial investigations consisted of an axial trench aligned 10º west of north
(Sub-operation AB) extending 13.0 meters in length (Figure 98). Lateral excavations
were opened to the east of the axial trench to expose segments of architecture, in order
from south to north: Sub-operation AJ, Sub-operation AD, Sub-Operation AG, Suboperation AO, Sub-operation AS, Sub-operation AL, Sub-operation AW, and Suboperation AX. Lateral excavations were opened to the west of the axial trench that
exposed segments of the architecture and the Late Classic causeway, in order from
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south to north: Sub-operation AK, Sub-operation AF, Sub-operation AH, Suboperation AP, Sub-operation AV, Sub-operation AR, Sub-operation AN, and Suboperation AY. Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table 41.
Excavations were shallow through probes were carried to maximum depths of 35
CMBS within the structure and 50 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Structure 156
was raised in multiple construction efforts (Table 40). Although the eastern limits
were never exposed the minimal dimensions of the basal platform measures 10.0
meters east to west and 9.0 meters north to south or an area of 90.0 m2. A six-man
crew working intermittently from April 1 to May 6 cleared 85m2 or 94 % of the
known structure and its immediate area.

453

Table 40. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 156
Time Span
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of permanent furniture
Construction of southern terrace
Construction of Structure 156 – 1st
Construction of Structure 156 – 2nd A
Construction of Structure 156 – 2nd B
Construction of causeway

Constr. Unit
1–6
7–9
10, 11
12 – 15
16 – 18
19

Stratum
1, 2
2
2
2
2
2
2, 3

Feature
1, 2
2
2
2
2
2

Time Span 7
The Late Classic causeway was constructed, utilized, and abandoned prior to
the construction of Structure 156. This activity and related contexts are assigned to
Time Span 7. Two stratigraphic layers are associated with this time span. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3, a sterile layer composed of dark yellow-brown (10 YR
3/6) clay with inclusions of decomposing bedrock. Stratum 3 was noted at 50 CMBS
beyond the southern limits of the structure. Upon exposing this layer, excavations
were terminated. Stratum 2 is the Late Classic ground surface located beyond the
southern limits of the structure. The stratum consists of very dark brown (7.5 YR
2.5/2) clayey silt with occasional rocky inclusions. This surface was noted at 10
CMBS within and beyond the structure’s limits. Stratum 2 was 40 centimeters thick
and continued to a maximum depth of 50 CMBS. No features are associated with
Time Span 7.
Construction efforts during Time Span 7 resulted in the creation of
Construction Unit 19. Construction Unit 19 is a 4.0-meter segment on the east facing
of the 220 meter-long causeway. Lateral excavations along the northern and eastern
margin of Structure 156 exposed the unit. The wall averages 0.25 meters wide and
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stands 0.42 meters at its highest point. This segment of the causeway was built from
medium-sized cobbles tightly packed to form a defined eastern-facing wall.
Construction Unit 19 is aligned 8º west of north. The construction of the causeway is
the single cultural activity related to Time Span 7.

Time Span 6
The initial construction activity in direct association with Structure 156
occurred during Time Span 6. These efforts produced a small structure that would be
incorporated into later versions of Structure 156. Structure 156 – 2nd B was a simple
surface-level edifice and excavations failed to reveal any evidence for interior division
or permanent furniture. The eastern limits of the structure were not revealed by
excavation but the foundations demarcate a space 1.85 meters north to south and
minimally 1.5 meters east to west. Structure 156 – 2nd B was aligned 88º east of north
and which way it faced is unknown.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 6. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, upon which Structure 156 – 2nd B was
constructed. Feature 2, is the single feature associated with this time span. Feature 2
is a midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span and those that
would follow it. The midden is scattered along the bases of the walls.
Construction efforts during this period created the perimeter walls of Structure
156 – 2nd B. The structure consists of at least three construction units forming the
north, west, and south walls. A fourth wall to the east is likely but, due to recent
animal and tree disturbance, was not located. The west wall is the only architectural
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element associated with Structure 156 – 2nd B that was completely exposed. Overall
measurement of the structure is based upon the maximum dimension of exposed
architecture and, as such, this early building may be significantly larger than described
below.
Construction Unit 18 is the north wall of Structure 156 – 2nd B. A segment
1.35 meters long was exposed in excavation. The overall length could not be
determined, however. The north wall is 0.30 meters wide and stands less than 0.2
meters tall. The unit was constructed of small to medium-sized angular rock set at an
alignment of 88º east of north. The overall preservation of the unit was poor, however
the stones were set to form a clean exterior facing to the north. Construction Unit 18
joins with Construction Unit 17 to form the northwest corner of the structure. The
cornerstone at this articulation is absent and the relationship between these units
remains indeterminate.
Construction Unit 17 is the west wall of the early structure. The unit measures
1.1 meters long, averages 0.2 meters wide, and stands less than 0.1 meters tall.
Construction Unit 17 was fashioned of small to medium-sized angular rocks. The
west wall was aligned 8º west of north and does not exhibit a formal interior or
exterior facing. The west wall articulates with Construction Unit 18 to form the
northwest corner and abuts Construction Unit 16 to form the southwest corner of
Structure 156 – 2nd B.
Construction Unit 16 is the south wall of Structure 156 – 2nd B. A segment 3.7
meters long was exposed. The wall averages 0.25 meters wide and stands 0.2 meters
at it highest point. A mix of small and medium-sized cobbles forms the south-facing
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wall. The unit was aligned 88º east of north. Construction Unit 16 continues 0.8
meters west of the southern termination of Construction Unit 17. This projection may
relate to an architectural element obscured by later construction efforts.
The foundation of Structure 156 – 2nd B was constructed during Time Span 6.
By the close of this phase the edifice would measure 1.85 meters north to south and at
least 1.5 meters east to west. There is no evidence for a formal entry, interior division,
or permanent furniture. This surface-level structure was aligned 88º east of north,
although which way it faced is unknown.

Time Span 5
Construction efforts resulting in a surface-level structure south of Structure
156 – 2nd B occurred during Time Span 5. The southern building, Structure 156 – 2nd
A, would be incorporated into subsequent versions of Structure 156. Although the
eastern limits of the structure are obscured, the western architectural elements are
clearly defined and well preserved. There is evidence for a small shelf in the
northwest corner of the structure; otherwise the building is without interior divisions
or permanent furniture. The exterior walls demarcate a space 4.3 meters north to
south and at least 4.8 meters east to west. Structure 156 – 2nd A was aligned 85º east
of north and was oriented to the west.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 5. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, upon which the basal walls of this structure were
raised. Feature 2, the single feature associated with this time span, is a midden
resulting from cultural activities during this time span and those that would follow it.
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Construction efforts during this period generated the foundation of Structure
156 – 2nd A. Four construction units are attributed to this time span. The
architectural elements form the south and west walls of the structure. The west wall is
composed of three construction units, one of which forms a low shelf.

The north and

east walls of the structure were never located due to animal and tree disturbance. The
overall measurement of the structure is based on the maximum dimension of exposed
architecture, therefore, Structure 156 – 2nd A was probably larger during Time Span 5.
Construction Unit 15 is the south wall of Structure 156 – 2nd A. A segment 4.8
meters long was exposed by excavation. The south wall averages 0.3 meters wide and
stands a minimum of 0.05 meters, and a maximum of 0.45 meters, tall. The wall stood
at least two courses tall. The unit was constructed of small angular stones aligned 78º
east of north. The tightly packed stones formed a clean exterior facing. The western
terminus of Construction Unit 15 interdigitates with the southern end of Construction
Unit 14 to form the southwest corner of Structure 156 – 2nd A. Excavations did not
reveal the eastern limits of Construction Unit 15.
Construction Unit 14 is the southern segment of the west wall of the structure.
This segment of the west wall measures 2.4 meters long, averages 0.23 meters wide,
and the single course of stone stands 0.18 meters tall. Small to medium-sized angular
rocks were set in place to form a distinct exterior facing to the west. A possible repair
was noted near the southern termination of the wall. Four flat stones were set on end
to bolster an 0.8 meter-long segment of the wall. Entry to the structure was gained to
the north of the repair. The door was marked by a threshold of three rough-hewn
cobbles and was 0.9 meters wide. Construction Unit 14 is aligned 8º west of north and
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interdigitates with Construction Unit 15 to form the southwest corner of the structure.
To the north, Construction Unit 14 abuts the southwest corner of Construction Unit
13, the latter continuing the exterior facing of the west wall of the early structure.
Construction Unit 13 is a low-lying shelf that also forms a northern segment of
the west wall of Structure 156 – 2nd A. The unit is 1.75 meters long and 1.1 meters
wide. The shelf stands 0.25 meters tall at its highest point and is a single course of
stones tall. The interior of the shelf is filled with packed earth. The western facing of
the unit is aligned 8º west of north. Flat-sided stones were selected to form the
western facing of the shelf, which is similar in composition, alignment, and
construction technique to the exterior façade of Construction Unit 14. The north and
south facings received less formalized treatment. The east limits of the shelf abut the
western facing of Construction Unit 12.
Construction Unit 12 is a northern segment of the west wall of the structure.
The wall measures 2.9 meters in length, 0.25 meters wide, and 0.15 meters tall.
Constructed of small, angular rocks, the wall is aligned 2º west of north. The unit is a
single course of stones and forms the eastern edge of a low shelf. To the north,
Construction Unit 12 abuts the southern facing of Construction Unit 16 to form the
northwest corner of Structure 156 – 2nd A.
Structure 156 – 2nd A was built and occupied during Time Span 5. By the
close of this phase the structure would measure 4.3 meters north to south and at least
4.8 meters east to west, for an area of 21.6 m2. A single low shelf in the northwest
corner of the structure provides the only evidence for permanent furniture or interior
divisions. The structure was aligned 8º west of north and oriented to the west.
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Time Span 4
Construction activity during Time Span 4 created a single building, Structure
156 – 1st, from earlier architectural elements. The basal walls of Structures 156 – 2nd
A and B were joined with the east facing of the causeway to form a single building 9.0
meters east to west and 9.0 meters north to south. Occupying 81.0 m2 the building
was second only to Structure 155 in size. The new structure shared alignment with the
causeway, 8º west of north, and faced to the south. The creation of this single building
formed a northern boundary to the shared patio of the Operation 29 large architectural
group.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 4. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, upon which the basal walls of this structure were
erected. Feature 2, is the single feature associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a
midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span and those that would
follow it.
Construction efforts during this period created the north and south basal walls
of Structure 156 – 1st. Two construction units are attributed to this phase, although
they incorporated early elements to form a complete structure. By the close of Time
Span 4, Structure 156 – 1st would measure at least 9.0 meters by 9.0 meters.
Construction Unit 11 is the north wall of Structure 156 – 1st. The wall is 3.5
meters long and has a variable width of 0.18 meters at its narrowest and 0.61 meters at
its broadest point. The one to two courses of medium-sized angular stones stands 0.26
meters at its highest point and is aligned 88º east of north. Construction material was
selected to produce a clean facing to the north and to the south. Construction Unit 11
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spans the distance from the east facing of the causeway, Construction Unit 19, to the
western limit of Construction Unit 18. The north wall exhibits excellent preservation
at its mid-point, however the termination points are ephemeral. The nature of
articulation with the earlier architectural elements is, therefore, unknown.
Construction Unit 10 is the south wall of the structure and nearly spans the
distance from the causeway to the southwest corner of Structure 156 – 2nd A. A
segment of Construction Unit 10, 1.97 meters in length, was exposed by excavation.
Due to time constraints and poor preservation, the western limit of Construction Unit
10 was not located. If Construction Unit 10 continued to the east facing of
Construction Unit 19, the south wall would have a projected length of 4.2 meters. The
exposed segment of the wall averages 0.20 meters wide and the single course of stones
stands 0.15 meters tall at its highest point. The small to medium-sized angular stones
were aligned 98º east of north. The stones were uniform in size resulting in clean
exterior and interior facings. There is a 1.1-meter gap from the east termination of
Construction Unit 10 and the west termination of Construction 15. The gap served as
a formal entrance to Structure 156 – 1st, and suggests that the building was raised
directly on ground surface and faced to the south.
The foundations of Structure 156 – 1st were constructed during Time Span 4.
By the close of this phase the structure would measure at least 9.0 meters east to west
and 9.0 meters north to south. Efforts during this phase were minimal and involved
raising two simple construction units. This activity, however, produced a much larger
building. No internal divisions or permanent furniture can be attributed to this phase.
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Structure 156 – 1st is aligned 8º west of north and faced to the south. This time span is
contemporary with other consolidating efforts30 in the large architectural group.

Time Span 3
Construction efforts attributed to Time Span 3 resulted in a terrace projecting
from the south wall of Structure 156 – 1st. The creation of this terrace involved three
new construction units and added 5.5 m2 of activity area to the building. The addition
of this southern terrace indicates a tendency to increasingly formalized architecture
around the shared patio of the Operation 29 large architectural group. During this
phase the alignment and orientation of Structure 156 – 1st remained unchanged.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 3. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, upon which the basal walls of this structure were
constructed. Feature 2, is the single feature associated with this time span. Feature 2
is a midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span and those that
would follow it.
The overall effect of construction activity during this phase is clear, a southern
terrace was added to the building. The exact function of specific units is, however,
enigmatic. The vagaries surrounding these units are compounded by construction
activity at the adjoining building, Structure 155. The patio-facing walls of these
structures were enhanced with terraces and the problematic construction units
described below may serve as junction or reinforcement points for the integration of
architectural elements from each structure.
30

See Structure 155, Time Span 3.
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Construction Unit 9 is a broad terrace projecting from the south wall of
Structure 156 – 1st. A large segment, 3.5 meters in length, and a second segment, 1.0
meter long, were exposed by excavation. The overall length of the unit is projected to
be 5.0 meters. The terrace extends an average 1.1 meters from the southern facing of
Construction Unit 10. The exterior facing of the terrace stands 0.36 meters tall and is
constructed of medium-sized cobbles. This retaining wall is 0.44 meters thick at its
widest point and is backed by a mix of hard-packed earth and small cobbles. The
single course of stones making up the terrace wall is aligned 80º east of north. The
terrace wall abuts Construction Unit 7 in the east and the western termination was not
exposed. A concentration of medium-size stones was noted along the southern facing
of Construction Unit 9. The distribution of these stones is too regular to be attributed
to fall, however it may indicate that the terrace was bolstered or reinforced at some
point during the occupation of Structure 156.
Construction Unit 8 is a narrow line of stones joining the outer edge of the
south terrace to the exterior facing of the south wall of Structure 156 – 1st. The wall is
1.43 meters long, 0.15 meters wide, and stands 0.1 meters tall. The single course of
small angular cobble was constructed at an alignment of 35º east of north. Neither
side of the unit was formally finished and the function of this architectural element is
unclear. The unit abuts Construction Unit 10 to the north and Construction Unit 9 to
the south.
Construction Unit 7 is an architectural element at the intersection of two
southern terraces and earlier architecture. The unit measures 0.6 meters long and 0.6
meters wide. The single course of stones stands 0.3 meters tall and the exterior, or
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southern, side exhibits a clean facing. This unit is a junction point between the
southern terrace, Construction Unit 9, and a terrace extending from the west side of
Structure 155, Construction Unit 11. Construction Unit 7 further serves as an
architectural lynchpin by joining Construction Unit 9 to the earlier southern facing of
Structure 156 – 2nd A. It is unlikely that the unit was exposed at any point during the
occupation of the architectural group.
The southern terrace of Structure 156 – 1st was constructed during Time Span
3. The addition of the terrace increased the overall area of the building from 81.0 m2
to 86.5 m2. Efforts during this phase were related to renovations in the neighboring
building, Structure 155. During this time span, the alignment and orientation of
Structure 156 – 1st remained unchanged.

Time Span 2
Construction efforts associated with the interior of Structure 156 – 1st occurred
during Time Span 2. Permanent furniture was added within the structure, demarcating
a well-defined western room. The six construction units attributed to this time span
make up a C-shaped bench along the west side of the room. The bench measures 4.6
meters north to south and 1.3 meters east to west, or nearly six square-meters. The
construction of this permanent furniture may have been contemporary with Time Span
3, however there is no clear stratigraphic link between these architectural elements.
A single stratigraphic layer, Stratum 2, is associated with Time Span 2. This
stratum is the ancient ground surface, upon which the basal walls of this structure were
constructed. Feature 2, is the single feature associated with this time span. Feature 2
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is a midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span and those that
would follow it.
A C-shaped bench along the western wall dominated the interior of Structure
156 – 1st. Six construction units make up the bench and all are attributed to Time
Span 2. Each construction unit is easily distinguished by the stratigraphic
relationships and the use of different materials.
Construction Unit 6 is an interior facing along the west side of Structure 156 –
1st. The unit measures 3.9 meters long, averages 0.25 meters wide, and stands 0.26
meters at its highest point. The southern half of the wall was constructed of small
angular stones while the northern half is composed of medium-sized cobbles. The wall
is aligned 4º west of north. The northern end of Construction Unit 6 abuts the
southern facing of Construction Unit 11. Poor preservation at the southern end of the
unit prevents determination of articulation with other architectural elements.
Construction Unit 6 marks the back wall of the C-shaped bench that dominates the
west side of the room.
Construction Unit 5 forms the northernmost segment of a large bench along the
west side of the structure. This rectangular unit is 1.95 meters long and 0.6 meters
wide. Although this segment of the bench is two courses tall it rises less than 0.2
meters from ancient ground surface. The limits of the unit are clearly defined by flatsided, medium-sized stones set in tight lines. This unit fills the northwest interior
corner of the room and abuts Construction Unit 6 to the west and Construction Unit 11
to the north. The southern limit of Construction Unit 5 is aligned 88º east of north.
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Together with Construction Unit 4, this architectural element makes up the northern
segment of a large bench.
Construction Unit 4 is a segment of the northern portion of the C-shaped
bench. The unit is 1.8 meters long, 0.35 meters wide, and stands less than 0.15 meters
tall. The single course of medium-sized stones is aligned 89º east of north. The
southern limit of the unit is clearly defined and the stones making up this facing were
selected for their uniform size and shape. The eastern facing of Construction Unit 4 is
poorly preserved. The unit was constructed against the eastern facing of Construction
Unit 6 and the southern facing of Construction Unit 5. The northern limit of
Construction Unit 1 abuts the southern facing of Construction Unit 4.
Construction Unit 3 is the exterior facing of the southern segment of the Cshaped bench along the west side of Structure 156 – 1st. This simple architectural
element is 1.0 meter long and 0.25 meters wide. The single-course of medium-sized
cobbles stands 0.15 meters tall and serves as a low-lying retaining wall for the
southern segment of the C-shaped bench along the western wall of Structure 156 – 1st.
Construction Unit 3 abuts the northern facing of Construction Unit 10 and is aligned
5º west of north.
Construction Unit 2 is the fill material and surface of the southern segment of
the C-shaped bench. This fill deposit measures 1.1 meters by 1.25 meters and is made
up of unsorted small and medium-sized cobbles. The surface of the unit stands 0.15
meters tall. Construction Unit 3, Construction Unit 10, and Construction Unit 6 retain
Construction Unit 2 to the east, south, and west, respectively. Trace amounts of
burned earth were noted in and around the C-shaped bench suggesting the surface of
466

Construction Unit 2 would not have been exposed during the occupation of Structure
156.
Construction Unit 1 is the exterior facing along the midsection of the C-shaped
bench. The facing measures 2.03 meters long and 0.25 meters wide. The loosely
packed stones stand 0.17 meters tall and are aligned 8º west of north. The unit lies 1.3
meters east of Construction Unit 6, making for a narrow C-shaped bench, but still
within the range of variation for Early Postclassic permanent furniture at El Coyote.
Construction Unit 1 is unadorned and, given the lack of preserved surface material,
may have been hidden by packed earth. The unit abuts the southern facing of
Construction Unit 4 and the northern termination of Construction Unit 3.
The permanent furniture of Structure 156 – 1st was constructed during Time
Span 2. The bench occupied 5.98 m2 of the interior and constitutes a significant
investment of time and resources. The construction of permanent furniture was likely
contemporary with Time Span 3, however stratigraphic evidence of this relationship
was never revealed. As with earlier time spans, the alignment and orientation of
Structure 156 – 1st remained unchanged during Time Span 2.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 156.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of very
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dark brown (7.5 YR 2.5/2) silt and varies in thickness from 5 to 15 centimeters.
Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata.
Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as
Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general, deposition of
sediment and cultural material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 156 is a complex building forming the northern boundary of the
Operation 29 architectural group patio. The surface-level edifice is the result of five
construction efforts in addition to the foundation of the Late Classic causeway. Initial
construction associated with Structure 156 resulted in two surface-level buildings,
Structure 156 – 2nd A and Structure 156 – 2nd B. These two structures were later
incorporated into a single building, Structure 156 – 1st. The larger building would
extend from the earlier structures west to the east facing of the causeway. Subsequent
construction efforts would increase the interior space from 9.0 meters by 9.0 meters to
10.0 meters by 9.0 meters with the addition of a southern terrace. Final construction
activity produced permanent furniture, most notably a C-shaped bench along the west
wall of the structure. In its final form, Structure 156 was a medium-sized building
sharing its alignment with the causeway, 8º west of north, and is related to domestic
activity in and around the architectural group.
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Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g)
AB
355
112
1552.95
30
34.99
AD
168
59
146.60
24
38.96
AF
103
27
149.55
14
13.64
AG
126
38
36.40
4
3.36
AH
76
35
143.60
15
18.00
AJ
130
37
69.40
7
7.40
AK
111
42
12.00
8
6.10
AL
25
6
58.35
5
10.21
AN
96
79
158.50
13
20.18
AO
92
84
205.20
16
8.90
AP
157
41
71.00
6
3.20
AR
433
67
421.10
13
13.08
AS
36
7
24
20.60
AT
15
5
6.90
5
1.49
AV
243
69
231.35
14
34.94
AW
44
15
132.40
3
1.40
AX
62
10
26.55
10
10.29
AY
269
28
161.80
31
29.38
Total
2541
761
3583.65
242
276.12
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Groundstone
2
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
5

Biface
3
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
0
1
0
0
2
9

Incensario Figurine Worked Sherd Snail Candelero
1
0
1
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
6
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
21
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
7
1
5
24
1

Table 41. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 156

Operation 29 Architectural Group Summary
The Operation 29 architectural group consists of six well-defined structures
surrounded by several ephemeral terraces and surface-level constructions. The
defining characteristic of the group is the 220-meter long Late Classic causeway. The
causeway fell into disuse and its level surface proved an attractive foundation and
anchor for ninth- and tenth-century construction efforts. The structures resulting from
these efforts demarcate two distinct patios. The large architectural group is made up
of Structure 156, Structure 155, and the unexcavated Structure 157. The small
architectural group lies to the west and consists of Structure 163, Structure 161, and
Structure 165. The close proximity of these two groups suggests that activities
assigned to each area were closely related and, although each group is described
separately, the structures making up the Operation 29 architectural group should be
considered as parts of a household unit.
Several points emerge from the investigation of the small architectural group.
First, the small architectural group was built after the causeway no longer served its
original purpose. Second, the causeway surface was incorporated into the foundation
of Structure 163 and Structure 165. Further, the prepared surface served as a formal
patio for these three structures. Third, excavations did not reveal architectural
elements restricting access to the shared space. Nevertheless, based on the orientation
of the three structures, this space likely served as a private patio. Finally, the small
architectural group, although internally focused, should be viewed as a subset within
the Operation 29 architectural group.

470

The large architectural group consists of three structures built adjacent to the
east facing of the causeway. Excavations revealed that these structures incorporated
earlier surface-level buildings and that later construction efforts formalized the
relationship of Structure 156 and Structure 155 to each other and the patio. The patio
measured 9.2 meters east to west and 12.3 meters north to south. The placement of
later versions of these structures forms an extremely private space with a single formal
entrance. The patio is accessible through a narrow, 3.0 meter opening between the
northeast corner of Structure 157 and the southwest corner of Structure 155 – 1st.
While there is no evidence for a formal or informal throughway between the large and
small architectural groups, such a passage is likely. The purpose of the restricted patio
is as yet unclear. The artifactual assemblage contains domestic debris spanning the
Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic occupation. In addition to any specialized
activities occurring within the private space, the Operation 29 architectural group
served as a focus of residential activities.
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161
163
165
155
156
Total

718
802
1360
3062
2541
8483

56
18
215
642
761
1692

48.65
1405.7
1857
3583.65
6895

17
11
106
297
242
673

108.77
274.28
276.12
659.17

5
3
6
5
19

472

1
1

2
2
9
13

2
4
1
6
7
20

1
1
2

Structure Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g) Groundstone Adze Biface Incensario Figurine

Worked
Sherd
2
8
5
15

Table 42. Artifact Counts Summarized by Structure, Operation 29 Architectural Group

24
24

1
1
2

Snail Candelero

Figure 92. Schematic plan of Structures 161, 163, and 165.

Figure 93. Section of Structure 163.
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Figure 95. Section of Structure 165.

Figure 94. Section of Structure 161.
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Figure 96. Schematic plan of Structures 155 and 156.

Figure 98. Section of Structure156.

Figure 97. Section of Structure 155.
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Operation 31 Architectural Group
The Operation 31 architectural group is one of several architectural
concentrations along a narrow ridge demarcating the west end of the Northeast
Complex. The topographic feature is enhanced by the construction of a causeway,
dating to the Late Classic. The causeway runs 220 meters, the length of the ridge, and
terminates in the south at a formal entrance to the Main Plaza. The causeway fell into
disuse as the focus of the ninth- and tenth-century community shifted to the Northeast
Complex. Following the abandonment of the causeway the area became the locus of
residential expansion.
Structures 173, 174, and 175 form an architectural group on the west margin of
the Northeast Complex (Figure 99), 50 meters south of the northern termination of the
causeway. The largest of the three, Structure 173, forms the southern border of the
patio. The smaller Structures 174 and 175 lie to the northwest and northeast,
respectively. Several ephemeral constructions were noted during site mapping but
their chronological and functional relationships to the architectural group are unclear.
Based upon their size and the clarity of surface-visible architectural elements,
Structures 173 and 174 were selected for excavation.
Excavations undertaken in this area sought to highlight nuances between
households in and around the Northeast Complex. Structures along the abandoned
causeway are close to the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza but lack the size that
structures on the east side of the complex have due to a greater investment of labor
and resources in the latter. The principal questions were: are these households
functionally different from those to the east, did the individuals have a differential

access to resources, and finally, is there a chronological difference in the construction,
habitation, and abandonment of these structures.
This architectural group was excavated during the 2002 season under the
direction of Adam Taplin. The structure summaries presented below are drawn from
his field notes. The author is responsible for the final interpretation of these structures
and their relationship to the surrounding architecture of the Northeast Complex.
Structure 173
Structure 173 is the southernmost building in the Operation 31 architectural
group (Figure 102). Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural
and artifactual data from structures functioning as facilities for a clear household unit.
Investigations were designed to identify the basal dimensions, note the presence of
interior divisions or permanent furniture, and collect a sample of artifacts from the
interior and exterior of the structure. Structure 173 is the largest building within this
architectural group. Structure 174, 5.6 meters to the northwest, is the nearest welldefined building, although several low-lying terraces and ephemeral structures lie
immediately to the east of this group. Structure 173 is located on a level ridgeline
several meters east of a steep decline and a natural drainage running to the La Coyota
Creek. Were it not for the recent growth of scrub oak, the architectural group would
provide an excellent view of the Northeast Complex ceremonial plaza, 75 meters to
the east.
Portions of Structure 173 were obscured by recent natural and cultural activity.
The southeast corner of the structure is completely obscured by a large oak. The
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location of this corner was determined by projecting from known architectural
elements. Further, a missing segment of the north wall could also be attributed to tree
growth. The presence of modern roof tiles in and around this structure speaks to recent
activity, which may be to blame for the missing segments of the north wall and
enigmatic losses of summit architecture. These cultural and natural disturbances
aside, the basal walls of the structure were well defined relative to other examples of
ninth- and tenth-century construction efforts.
Initial investigations consisted of an axial, one-meter wide trench aligned 20º
west of north (Sub-operations A and B) extending 10 meters in length (Figure 100). A
second axial trench (Sub-operation C) was placed 4 meters north of the southwest
corner in order to expose a segment of the west wall. The second axial trench was
aligned 70º east of north and extended 4.0 meters in length. An additional three suboperations were opened to expose the basal walls of the structure, as well as elements
of the summit architecture and permanent furniture: Sub-operation D exposed the
north wall, Sub-operation E exposed the south wall, and Sub-operation F exposed
elements of the summit. Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation are presented in
Table 44. Excavations were generally shallow although probes were carried to
maximum depths of 35 CMBS within the structure and 45 CMBS beyond the
structure’s limits. Structure 173 was raised in a single episode and subsequent
additions were not noted (Table 43). The basal dimensions of the structure were 12.7
meters east to west by 7.2 meters north to south for an area of 91.4 m2. A six man
crew working from April 24 to May 6 cleared 41.5 m2 or 45% of the structure and its
immediate area.
480

Table 43. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 173
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and Collapse
Construction of basal walls and permanent
furniture

Constr. Unit

Stratum
1, 2

Feature
1, 2

1–6

2, 3

2-4

Time Span 2
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 173 occurred during
Time Span 2. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid down during this phase
and it would remain unchanged throughout its occupation. The edifice was a simple
structure consisting of a low basal platform with evidence for permanent furniture on
its summit. The basal platform measured 12.7 meters by 7.2 meters and faced to the
north. Despite its proximity to the Late Classic causeway, construction of Structure
173 is consistent with efforts dating exclusively to the ninth and tenth century.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 2. The earliest sedimentary
level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of brown (7.5 YR 5/2)
compacted sand derived from limestone parent material. Stratum 3 was noted well
below the base of the north wall at 45 CMBS. Excavations ceased when this layer
proved sterile (50 CMBS). Stratum 2 is the ancient ground surface. Stratum 2
consists of grayish brown (10 YR 5/2) sandy loam. This sediment is extremely friable
and pebble inclusions were noted throughout. Overburden in this area of the site is
thin and the natural ground surface was encountered within 10 CMBS and Stratum 2
continued to a depth of 25 to 45 CMBS. Although Stratum 2 was commonly
encountered beyond the basal walls, the profile of the axial trench revealed similar soil
patterns within the fill of the north half of the basal platform (Feature 4B). Unlike
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surface-level structures identified elsewhere in the Northeast Complex, the surface of
the Structure 173 basal platform was raised 0.15 to 0.2 meters using (among other
materials) sediment mined from the natural ground surface.
Three features are associated with Time Span 2. Feature 4 is a fill episode
meant to raise the surface of the basal platform. The fill episode consists of two
different materials. Feature 4A consists of a white to tan clay and is localized in the
southern half of the platform. The northern counterpart to this deposit, Feature 4B,
consists of sediment identified as derived from Stratum 2, the ancient ground surface.
Site selection for Structure 173 may have taken advantage of a small topographic rise
to limit the need for extra fill materials. This may account for the similar soil profiles
in the northern half of the structure as well as the use of different fill materials to raise
the basal platform. Feature 3 is yet another fill episode at the center of the structure.
Feature 3 is composed of a pebbly dark gray brown (2.5 Y 4/2) clay and appears to
form the foundation of the permanent furniture at the summit. Feature 3 is constrained
to the north, west, and south by Construction Units 1 and 2. The eastern limits of this
fill episode and associated architectural elements were not revealed by excavation.
Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities during this time span. The
midden was concentrated along the base of the south wall, although trace amounts
were noted along the remaining three sides.
Construction activity during this time span created the basal platform and
summit architecture of Structure 173. Areal excavations were constrained by
scheduling and design, therefore, these architectural elements are known through
probing excavation along the axes and limited lateral excavation of the structure.
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Construction Units 3, 4, 5, and 6 form the exterior walls of the basal platform.
Construction Unit 6 is the south basal wall of the structure (Figure 103). The
projected length of this unit is 12.7 meters (8.2 meters were exposed). The wall
averages 0.52 meters in width and the single course of stones stands 0.30 meters at its
highest point. The exterior facing of the wall is exceptionally well defined and the
wall is aligned 78º east of north. No terraces or formal entryways were found in
association with Construction Unit 6. Construction Unit 5 is the east wall of the
structure. A 1.0-meter segment of the wall was exposed although the overall length is
projected to be 6.6 meters. Where exposed, the wall was 0.2 meters wide and 0.2
meters tall. The east wall consisted of a single course of small to medium-sized river
cobble and was aligned 10º west of north.
Construction Unit 4 is the north wall of the structure. A segment of the wall,
4.3 meters in length, was exposed although, extrapolating from the south wall, the true
length of Construction Unit 4 was roughly 12.7 meters. The wall averaged 0.65
meters wide and the two courses of stone stood 0.35 meters tall at its highest point.
This unit was aligned 82º east of north. The north wall was constructed of small to
medium-sized stones and was easily identified by the clean exterior facing. Although
access to the summit and interior of the structure was most likely gained across
Construction Unit 4, no evidence of a formal doorway or terrace was noted. Entry is
inferred from the articulation of surrounding structures and the shared patio of the
Operation 31 architectural group.
Construction Unit 3 is the west wall of Structure 173. A segment of the wall,
1.0 meter in length was exposed by excavation. Extrapolating from the north and
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south walls the projected length of the west wall was roughly 7.2 meters. The west
wall measured a robust 0.9 meters wide although the single-course of stones stood a
mere 0.2 meters tall. The west wall shared an alignment of 10º west of north with
Construction Unit 5. Together, these four construction units form the basal platform
of Structure 173.
A centrally located bench divided the summit of Structure 173. The bench was
composed of two construction units. Construction Unit 2 is the north and west facing
of the bench. Fully 3.0 meters of the north facing and 1.4 meters of the west facing
were exposed. The southwest corner and the eastern termination were never revealed
by excavation. The facing of this bench averaged 0.3 meters wide and stood 0.2
meters tall at its highest point. Small to medium-sized stones were selected as
construction material. The north facing of the bench was aligned 80º east of north.
Construction Unit 1 is the south facing of the bench. A segment of this unit, 3.4
meters long, was exposed at an alignment of 62º east of west. The eastern and western
limits of this unit were never exposed. The facing averaged 0.15 meters wide and the
single course of stones stood 0.2 meters tall. Together, these units demarcate a bench
2.6 meters wide and minimally 5.4 meters long. The interior of the bench was raised
by a fill episode, Feature 3. The articulation of this bench to the exterior walls of
Structure 173 does not correspond to our current understanding of interior space and
permanent furniture in the Northeast Complex. Typically, benches are built against
the exterior walls and in many cases the benches and walls are integrated as a single
construction unit. The Structure 173 bench diverges from this model by its placement
near the center of the summit. Areal excavations were limited, thus precluding
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determination of how the interior of the structure was divided. What is clear,
however, is that a low-lying bench was used to divide the summit into separate activity
areas.
By the conclusion of Time Span 2 the architectural organization of Structure
173 was complete. This structure was built on the ancient ground surface. The basal
platform measured 12.7 meters by 7.2 meters and stood roughly 0.25 meters tall. The
exact nature of the superstructure and permanent furniture is indeterminate due to
limited areal excavations. Segments of the summit exposed by excavation revealed
that a centrally located bench subdivided the summit into at least two activity areas.
The structure was oriented to the north and shared a patio with its architectural group.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 173.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is composed of pale
brown (10 YR 6/3) sandy loam with few pebbly inclusions and averages 10
centimeters thick. Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed
throughout both strata. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the
structure was designated as Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In
general, deposition of sediment and cultural material was slight during this and
preceding phases.
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Summary
Structure 173 is the southernmost building in an architectural group along the
western margin of the Northeast Complex. This platform was built during a single
construction effort on the natural ground surface. The building consisted of a lowlying basal platform measuring 12.7 meters by 7.2 meters and a superstructure of the
same dimensions. A partially exposed bench is the only evidence of internal division
or permanent furniture associated with the structure. In general, Structure 173 is a
simple structure without terraces or exterior embellishment. The structure was
roughly aligned 80º east of north and was to the north.
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Table 44. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 173
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Obsidian
A
B
C
D
E
F
Total

90
86
50
78
306
282
892

28
9
8
33
12
43
133

26
3
11
16
10
15
81

Obsidian (g) Biface Incensario
24.61
9
9.1
14.65
17.59
13.64
88.59

0
0
0
0
1
0
1

0
0
0
0
1
0
1

Worked
Sherd
0
0
0
0
0
2
2

Candelero
0
0
0
1
0
1
2

Structure 174
Structure 174 is the northwest building in the Operation 31 architectural group
(Figure 104 and Figure 105). Excavations were designed to complement
investigations of Structure 173. Limited data related to the basal dimensions, interior
division of space, and permanent furniture were collected. A sample of occupational
debris was collected from potential activity and discard areas. Stated simply, an index
of activities conducted in and around Structure 174 was sought in order to assess how
this specific structure functioned within the context of the architectural group.
Structure 174 was constructed on the northwest corner of the shared patio and
(along with Structure 175, 4.0 meters to the east) forms the northern boundary of a
distinct architectural group. More so than Structure 173 to the south, the topography
of this area impacts the preservation of Structure 174. The lowest course of stones is
all that remains of the western wall. Investigations consisted of a single axial, onemeter wide trench (Sub-operations G and H) aligned 90º east of north measuring 8.0
meters long (Figure 101). Lateral excavations were limited to exposing the east wall
to determine the basal dimensions of the edifice. An additional three sub-operations
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were opened: Sub-operation I exposed the northern half of the eastern basal wall, Suboperation J exposed a segment of the southern wall, and Sub-operation K exposed the
southern half of the eastern basal wall. Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation
are presented in Table 46. Excavations were extremely shallow within the structure
(25 CMBS) although greater depths were exposed along the base of the west wall (50
CMBS). Structure 174 was constructed in a single effort and there is no evidence of
subsequent additions or modifications (Table 45). The basal dimensions of the
structure measured 5.0 meters east to west by 5.2 meters north to south for an area of
26.0 m2. A six man crew working from May 7 to May 10 cleared 13.0 m2 or 50% of
the structure and its immediate area.
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Table 45. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 174
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and Collapse
Construction of basal walls

Constr. Unit
1, 2

Stratum
1, 2
2, 3

Feature
1, 2
2

Time Span 2
Initial construction efforts in association with Structure 174 occurred during
Time Span 2. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid down during this phase
and it would remain unchanged throughout its occupation. The building was a simple,
surface-level structure without interior division or permanent furniture. The basal
dimensions of the building measured 5.0 meters by 5.2 meters. Structure 174, raised
and occupied during a single time span, was aligned 2º east of north and oriented to
the east.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 2. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of brown (7.5
YR 5/2) compacted sand derived from limestone parent material. Stratum 3 was noted
at 25 CMBS both within the structure and to the east of the foundation wall.
Excavations ceased when this layer was encountered. Stratum 2, the ancient ground
surface, consists of grayish brown (10 YR 5/2) sandy loam. This sediment is
extremely friable and pebble inclusions were noted throughout. Overburden in this
area of the site is thin and the natural ground surface was encountered within 10
CMBS and continued to a depth of 25 CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2, is
associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activities
during this interval. The midden is scattered along the base of the walls, although
artifact densities are slightly higher along the west wall.
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Construction activities during this period resulted in the basic layout of
Structure 174. The structure consists of four construction units corresponding to the
foundation walls. Two of these units, the east and west wall, were identified in the
axial trench. The location and measurement of the remaining architectural elements is
extrapolated from these known walls. Construction Unit 1 is the east wall of Structure
174. The wall was completely exposed by lateral excavation. The unit measures 5.2
meters long, averages 0.5 meters wide, and stands 0.25 meters tall at its highest point.
The wall is composed of a single course of small river-rounded cobbles and is aligned
2º east of north. The eastern base of the wall was easily identifiable as flat-facets of
the constituent rocks were aligned to form a clean facing. Although access to the
interior of the structure was most likely gained across Construction Unit 1, no
evidence of a formal doorway or terrace was noted. Construction Unit 2 is the west
wall of the structure. A 1.0-meter segment of the wall was exposed by excavation.
Based on surface-visible segments of the wall, the actual length of the Construction
Unit 2 corresponds with its eastern counterpart, 5.2 meters. The width of the west
wall is 1.1 meters and it stood a minimum of 0.5 meters tall prior to its collapse31.
Construction Unit 2 is aligned 2º east of north. The basal dimensions of the structure
are known through the articulation of these two construction units and the complete
excavation of the east wall. No interior divisions or permanent furniture were visible
from the surface or exposed by the axial trench.

31

Proximity to the hillside, coupled with years of erosion, have taken a toll upon the western side of
Structure 174. The basal line of stone is all that remains of Construction Unit 2. The minimum height
of the wall is derived from the base of the exterior facing stone and the top of the interior facing stone.
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Structure 174 was constructed and occupied during Time Span 2. The surfacelevel structure measured 5.2 meters north to south and 5.0 meters east to west. The
building consisted of a single room without permanent furniture. No formal entry or
terrace was noted and the structure was oriented to the east. There is no evidence for
additions or modifications to the structure, suggesting that the building was
constructed and inhabited during this initial time span.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 174.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure by 5 to 15 centimeter. Stratum
1 is composed of pale brown (10 YR 6/3) sandy loam with few pebbly inclusions.
Inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata.
Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as
Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. Architectural fall and midden
material was generally denser along the west wall. In general, deposition of sediment
and cultural material was slight during this and preceding phases.

Summary
Structure 174 is a small building on the northwest edge of an architectural
group along the western margin of the Northeast Complex. This structure was built
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during a single construction effort on the natural ground surface. Probing excavations
revealed two of the four basal walls and, by extrapolation, the structure measures 5.2
meters by 5.0 meters. Investigations did not expose evidence for internal divisions or
permanent furniture. Structure 174 is a simple structure, related to domestic activity in
and around the Operation 31 Architectural group. The building was aligned 2º east of
north and its orientation was to the east.
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Table 46. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 174
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Obsidian Obsidian (g) Biface Figurine Worked Sherd
G
H
I
J
K
Total

161
130
14
33
4
342

41
10
8
9
12
80

6
5
3
3
4
21

13.68
5.58
2.20
2.55
3.40
27.41
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0
0
0
1
0
1

0
1
0
0
0
1

0
0
1
0
0
1

Table 47. Artifact Count Summarized by Structure, Operation 31 Architectural Group
Structure Ceramic Chert Obsidian
173
892
133
81
174
342
80
21
Total
1234
213
102

Obsidian (g) Biface Incensario Figurine Worked Sherd Candelero
88.59
1
1
0
2
2
27.41
1
0
1
1
0
116
2
1
1
3
2

Figure 99. Schematic plan Structures 173 and 174.
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Figure 100. Section of Structure 173

Figure 101. Section of Structure 174.
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Figure 102. General view of Structure 173, taken from the north, looking to the
south.

Figure 103. Detail of Construction Unit 6, the South wall of Structure 173,
looking west.

Figure 104. General view of Structure 174, taken from northeast corner,
looking to the west.

Figure 105. General view of Structure 174, taken from east, looking to the
west.
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Operation 39 Architectural Group
Structures 221, 222, and 282 form an architectural group along the eastern
margin of the Northeast Complex (Figure 106). The orientation of these structures
creates at least two discrete spaces. The first is a northern patio area formed by
Structures 221 and 222. Primary entry to these structures is gained from the north
patio. The second shared space is to the south. The south patio is shared by all three
structures. Structure 282 is an ancillary building and forms the southern boundary of
this shared space.
A broad plaza devoid of architecture distinguishes the northern area of the
Northeast Complex. The Operation 39 architectural group borders this plaza and is
bounded on the east by a steep decline to the Cacaulapa River. Unlike structures in
the southeast quadrant of the Northeast Complex (i.e. Structures 217, 218, and the
Operation 40 Architectural group), access to this group was open and unrestricted.
The orientation of these three surface-level structures suggests that they served as a
discrete architectural group. Nevertheless, each structure is summarized
independently to highlight the similarities and differences among them.
This architectural group was excavated during the 2002 season under the
direction of Brandon Liverance. The structure summaries presented below are drawn
from his field notes. The author is responsible for the final interpretation of these
structures and their relationship to the surrounding architecture of the Northeast
Complex.
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Figure 106. Operation 39 Architectural Group.
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Structure 221
Structure 221 is the northernmost structure in the Operation 39 architectural
group (Figure 107). Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural
and artifactual data from structures functioning as facilities for a clear household unit.
Areal investigations sought to identify the external limits and internal spatial divisions
of the structure. Initial investigations consisted of an axial trench aligned 58º east of
north (Sub-operation P) extending 14.0 meters in length (Figure 108). An additional
12 sub-operations were established to expose architecture. Artifact counts
summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table 49. Excavations were generally
shallow although probes were carried to maximum depths of 20 CMBS within the
structure and 28 CMBS beyond structure limits. Investigations revealed a minimum
of three time spans associated with Structure 221 (Table 48). In its final form, the
basal dimensions of Structure 221 were 7.5 meters east to west by 4.5 meters north to
south for an area of 33.75 m2. A six-man crew working from March 25 to April 4
cleared 41.0 m2 or 100% of the structure and its immediate area.
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Table 48. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 221.
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Addition of patio and maintenance of the
northern wall
Initial construction of the basal platform

Const. Unit

Stratum
1,2

Feature
1, 2

1, 2

2

2

3–6

2

2

Time Span 3
The earliest construction activity associated with Structure 221 occurred during
Time Span 3. The basic dimensions of the structure were laid during this phase,
although additions to the exterior would occur during subsequent time spans. The
largest building in the group, Structure 221 was a surface-level edifice measuring 6.0
meters by 4.5 meters. The interior was without permanent furniture or spatial
divisions. Throughout this and subsequent time spans, the building was aligned 58º
east of north and faced to the northeast.
The ancient ground surface, Stratum 2, is the single sedimentary layer
associated with Time Span 3. The stratum was identified throughout excavations here
and it overlay a sterile layer (which was used as a lower boundary for excavations)32.
Stratum 2 consists of dark gray (10 YR 4/1) clayey loam with a few small rock
inclusions. This ancient ground surface was typically encountered within 8 to 10
CMBS and continued to a depth of 20 to 25 CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2, is
associated with the initial phase. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural
activities during this and subsequent time spans. Artifactual debris is concentrated
around the exterior walls with the exception of the southeastern facing wall, which
32

The sterile stratum was identified in probing excavations of Structure 222. The sterile stratum is dark
gray (10 YR 4/1) compacted clay with inclusions of angular decomposing bedrock. Given that these
structures were built close to one another, the soil profile from Structure 222 can be extrapolated for the
neighboring structures.
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was kept clean. Overall, the accumulation of soil and cultural residue is shallow in
and around Structure 221, suggesting a short occupation.
Construction efforts during Time Span 3 produced the basic layout of Structure
221. Construction Units 3, 4, 5, and 6 form the limits of the building. Construction
Unit 6 is the east wall of the structure and is aligned 35º west of north. The wall
measures 4.0 meters long and averages 0.45 meters wide. The single-course of stone
that made up the wall stood less than 0.25 meters at its greatest recorded height. The
wall was constructed of small and medium-sized cobbles with the larger stones set in
place near the wall’s terminations. Tightly packed, flat-sided stones were used to mark
the exterior facing of this wall. The ninth- and tenth-century inhabitants of the
Northeast Complex often employed cutstone blocks to mark formal entries. Given the
absence of cutstone in this group (and the necessity for gaining access to these
structures), doorways must be inferred by other means. A one-meter absence of
medium-sized stones near the midpoint of Construction Unit 6 is suggestive of an
(albeit informal) entry.
Construction Unit 5 is the south wall of the structure and is aligned 58º east of
north. The single-course of stone stands 0.2 meters tall and averages 0.5 meters wide.
Although the western termination of the wall is poorly preserved the unit measures 6.4
meters long. Unsorted medium-sized river cobbles were the primary building material
and the occasional flat-sided stones mark the exterior, or southern, facing.
Construction Unit 5 is adjacent to the shared space of the group patio.
Construction Unit 4, the west wall of Structure 221, is well defined but is not
of robust construction. The wall measures 3.4 meters long, 0.4 meters wide, and
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stands 0.2 meters tall. Construction Unit 4 is aligned 33º west of north and was built
of small to medium-sized cobbles. Construction Unit 3 is the north wall of Structure
221 and is aligned 60º east of north (Figure 113). The wall measures 6.0 meters long,
averages 0.5 meters wide, and stands 0.25 meters tall at its highest point. Construction
material consists of medium-sized stones marking the exterior facing and small
cobbles packed along the interior facing.
By the conclusion of Time Span 3, the basic layout of Structure 221 was built
atop the ancient ground surface (Stratum 2). This building measured 6.0 meters by 4.5
meters and consisted of a single room. The room was small (13.5 m2) and lacked
permanent furniture or internal divisions. Entry to Structure 221 was probably gained
across the east wall, Construction Unit 6. In general, Structure 221 was a simple affair
and efficiently built.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 focused on maintaining the interior
facing of the north wall and the addition of a broad terrace off the east wall of the
structure. Occupational debris generated during this period is designated as Feature 2
and distributed throughout Stratum 2. Construction Unit 2 is a structural support
against the interior of the north wall, Construction Unit 3. Construction Unit 2 is built
of medium-sized cobbles set in a semi-circle near the midpoint of the north wall. The
unit measures 1.6 meters across and extends 0.6 meters from the facing of
Construction Unit 3. The interior of the unit, no more than 0.75 meters across, lacks
stones and may have served as a base for an upright post or roof-support.
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Construction Unit 1 is a broad terrace or formal porch across the eastside of
Structure 221 (Figure 114). The unit was built against the exterior facing of
Construction Unit 6 and adds an additional 4.5m2 of formal space to the structure.
Construction Unit 1 projects 1.5 meters from the structure and runs for 3.0 meters at
an alignment of 35º west of north. Loosely packed small cobbles were used almost
exclusively as construction material. The terrace or porch sits flush with the ancient
ground surface, perhaps to formalize an existing activity area.
Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 221.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is a dark red gray
(2.5 YR 4/1) compacted loam with few inclusions and is 15 centimeters thick. Dense
inclusions of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata.
Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as
Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. There is an overall paucity of
sedimentary accumulation and cultural debris associated with this structure and
material assigned to Time Span 1 is no exception.
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Summary
Structure 221 was the northernmost structure in a architectural group along the
eastern margin of the Northeast Complex. The majority of this structure was built
during a single construction effort on the natural ground surface. A second
construction effort resulted in the addition of a terrace or porch and interior structure
supports. In its final form, Structure 221 consisted of two spaces: a single room and a
broad exterior terrace. The room measured 4.5 meters by 3.0 meters and provided
13.5m2 of space. The terrace added 4.5m2 of formal activity area. The structure was
aligned 58º east of north and faced to a shared patio to the southeast. The simple
construction and lack of overall remodeling is suggestive of a brief period of
occupation.
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Sub Op
P
Q
R
T
V
W
X
Z
AA
AB
AC
AD
AE
Total

Ceramic
255
39
69
38
15
15
83
31
26
65
128
51
1
816

Chert Chert Weight Obsidian
89
588.75
73
21
223.3
8
70
516.1
21
87
637.9
18
10
73.25
4
8
81.85
4
16
280.75
14
34
295.15
3
21
179.55
1
15
153.35
6
70
888
30
64
383.85
17
0
0
1
505
4301.8
200
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Obsidian Weight
68.71
5.95
17.48
16.54
3.75
2.4
10.65
5.35
0.35
3.2
20.35
15.8
1.05
171.58

Groundstone
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1

Biface
1
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Incensario
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Table 49. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-Operations, Structure 221
Figurine Candelero
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1

Structure 222
Structure 222 is the central structure in the Operation 39 architectural group
(Figure 109). Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural and
artifactual data from structures functioning as a clear household unit. Areal
investigations sought to identify the external limits and internal spatial divisions of the
structure. Initial investigations consisted of an axial trench aligned 58º east of north
(Sub-operations G and H) extending 7.0 meters in length (Figure 110). An additional 4
sub-operations were established to expose architecture. Artifact counts summarized
by sub-operation are presented in Table 51. Excavations were generally shallow
although probes were carried to maximum depths of 35 CMBS within the structure
and 50 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. Of the three structures in this
architectural group, Structure 222 is the most damaged by erosion. The northeast wall
of the structure is 30 cm lower than the southwest wall. From the northeast wall the
topography quickly drops away to the Cacaulapa River. Preservation of construction
units near this slope is generally poor.
Structure 222 was raised in a single construction effort although there is some
evidence of minor maintenance during its habitation (Table 50). The basal dimensions
of Structure 222 were 4.5 meters east to west by 5.8 meters north to south for an area
of 26.1 m2. The interior of Structure 222 was divided into three rooms, the largest of
which measured 3.0 meters by 2.0 meters. The two smaller rooms, 1.0-meters by 2.0
meters apiece, contributed to the 10 m2 of interior space. A six-man crew working
from March 14 to April 10 cleared 34.0 m2 or 100% of the structure and its immediate
area.
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Table 50. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 222
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and Collapse
Construction and occupation of the structure

Const. Unit
1–5

Stratum
1, 2
2, 3

Feature
1, 2
2

Time Span 2
The single construction effort associated with Structure 222 occurred during
Time Span 2. During this episode the basal dimensions of this surface-level structure
were created. Structure 222 was the second largest building of the group and the only
structure with detectable interior divisions. The structure was aligned 38º west of
north and oriented to the northwest.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 2. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a sterile layer composed of dark gray
(2.5 Y 4/1) compacted clay and decomposing bedrock. Stratum 3 was noted beyond
the base of the northeast and southwest walls 35 CMBS. Stratum 2 is the ancient
ground surface. Stratum 2 consists of dark gray (10 YR 4/1) clayey loam with a few
small rock inclusions. The natural ground surface was typically encountered within 10
CMBS and continued for to a depth of 25 to 35 CMBS. A single feature, Feature 2, is
associated with the initial building phase. Feature 2 is a midden resulting from
cultural activities during this and subsequent time spans. The midden is scattered
along the base of the structure and is concentrated in Stratum 2.
Construction activity during this period resulted in the basic layout of Structure
222. Construction Units 1, 2, 3, and 4 define the overall dimensions of Structure 222.
Construction Unit 1 is the southwest basal wall of the structure (Figure 115). The wall
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measures 5.8 meters long, averages 0.28 meters wide, and stands 0.23 meters tall at its
highest point. This unit is the best-preserved wall of the structure and is aligned 40º
west of north. Construction Unit 1 is fashioned of medium-sized cobbles with some
care taken to place flat-faced cobbles in alignment to form a clean exterior base.
Construction Unit 2 is the northwest basal wall of the structure. The wall measures
4.2 meters long, averages 0.45 meters wide and is aligned 54º east of north. The single
course of stone stands 0.23 meters tall at its highest point and is constructed of
medium-sized cobbles. Six medium-sized cobbles near the midpoint of Construction
Unit 2 marks the entrance to the structure. Gaps in the construction material on either
side of the threshold suggest upright posts flanked the doorway. Construction Unit 3
is the northeast basal wall of the structure. The wall measures 5.7 meters long,
averages 0.55 meters in width, and stands 0.26 meters at its greatest height. The single
course of stone was constructed from a mix of small and medium-sized river cobble.
This poorly preserved wall is aligned 36º west of north. While this unit connects with
Construction Unit 2 and Construction Unit 4 to form the north and east corners of
Structure 222, the units are not interdigitated. Construction Unit 4 is the southeast
wall of the structure. The wall measures 4.5 meters in length, averages 0.4 meters
wide, and is aligned 50º east of north. The single course of stone stands 0.28 at its
greatest height. Construction Unit 4 is built of medium to large cobbles and is the
most robust exterior wall of Structure 222. The cobbles were placed in alignment to
create a clean exterior base. Together these four construction units demarcate the
exterior of a simple surface-level structure.
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The interior of Structure 222 is divided into three rooms of unequal size by
Construction Unit 5, an interior wall projecting from the midpoint of Construction
Unit 4 (Figure 116). This interior wall is 2.5 meters long and 0.77 meters wide. The
single course of stone stands 0.2 meters tall and is aligned 40º west of north. A mix of
construction material makes up this wall; medium-sized cobbles were tightly packed
with smaller cobbles. The relationship between the interior wall and Construction
Unit 4 is not entirely clear. Construction Unit 5 may abut or interdigitate with the
southeast wall. Given that each unit is a single course of stones tall, determinations of
this sort are problematic and must remain unresolved. A large flat cobble marks the
termination of Construction Unit 5 near the center of the structure. The placement of
this unit subdivides the southeastern half of the interior into two narrow rooms. Each
room measures 1.0 meter wide by 2.0 meters long33. The remainder of the interior is
made up of a single room measuring 2.0 meters by 3.0 meters. This large room would
be the first encountered upon entry to the structure.
No further construction units would be added to this structure following the
initial building effort. There is some evidence to suggest the edifice underwent
maintenance during its occupation. Two clusters of stones near points of structural
instability are noted as additional reinforcements to what were probably upright
supports. The first cluster of stones was noted near the interior junction of
Construction Unit 1 and Construction Unit 2, the west corner of the structure. The
second cluster of stones was noted near the termination of Construction Unit 5, just

33

The easternmost room contained three nearly complete vessels set near the base of Construction Unit

5.
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north of the large boulder near the exact center of the structure. Each cluster lacks the
characteristics of a formal construction unit, however.
By the conclusion of Time Span 2 the basic layout of Structure 222 was
established atop the ancient ground surface. This building measured 5.8 meters by 4.5
meters and consisted of three rooms. The combined area of these rooms was 10m2.
Upon crossing the entrance, one would be in the largest of the three rooms. Structure
222 was oriented to the northwest (40º west of north) and a shared patio with Structure
221.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 222.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this time span.
Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is a dark red gray
(2.5 YR 4/1) compacted loam with few inclusions and is 15 centimeters thick.
Concentrations of cultural material, Feature 2, were distributed throughout both strata.
Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of the structure was designated as
Feature 1. This feature is associated with Stratum 1. In general, material remains
associated with this structure during all periods of occupation were scarce.
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Summary
Structure 222 was the central structure in an architectural group along the
eastern margin of the Northeast Complex. This structure was built during a single
construction effort on the natural ground surface. The structure measured 5.8 meters
by 4.5 meters and occupied 26.1 m2 of space. There are ephemeral traces of
maintenance following initial construction activity but they did not warrant a separate
time span. Structure 222 was a simple building made up of three interior rooms all of
which lacked permanent furniture. These three rooms amounted to 10.0 m2 of usable
interior space. Burnt earth, commonly used as a formal floor surface, was notably
absent from this structure. The structure was oriented to the northwest and shared two
patios with Structure 221.
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G
H
K
L
N
O
Total

359
207
86
38
26
35
751

195
81
74
32
32
5
419

1480.1
743.65
387.3
252.25
126.6
10.3
3000.2

97
29
31
8
4
9
178

Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert Weight Obsidian
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85.64
27.9
24.9
7.9
1.9
6.9
155.14

Obsidian Weight
0
1
0
0
0
0
1

Groundstone
1
0
0
0
0
0
1

2
3
0
0
0
0
5

Biface Incensario

Table 51. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 222

0
1
0
0
0
0
1

Candelero

Structure 282
Structure 282 is an ancillary structure on the southern margin of the Operation
39 architectural group (Figure 111). Excavations were conducted to collect
comparative architectural and artifactual data from structures functioning as a clear
household unit. Areal investigations sought to identify the external limits and internal
spatial divisions of the structure. Initial investigations consisted of a one-meter wide
axial trench aligned 40º west of north (Sub-operation AF) extending 7.0 meters in
length (Figure 112). Four additional sub-operations were established to expose the
ephemeral architecture of this simple structure. Artifact counts summarized by suboperation are presented in Table 53. Excavations were shallow as reflected by the
maximum depths of probes: 20 CMBS within the structure and 25 CMBS beyond the
structure’s limits.
The orientation of Structure 221 and Structure 222 was to the north, however,
the construction of Structure 282 formed a second patio in the group. Structure 282
represents the least investment of labor and resources of the three buildings in this
cluster. The building consists of three construction units and was raised in a single
building effort (Table 52). The basal dimensions of Structure 282 were 3.8 meters by
2.5 meters for an area of 9.5 m2. The interior of this structure lacks permanent
furniture and internal division. A four-man crew working from April 5 to April 9
cleared 22.0 m2 or 100% of the structure and immediate area.
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Table 52. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 282
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and Collapse
Construction and occupation

Const. Unit
1–3

Stratum
1, 2
2

Feature
1, 2
2

Time Span 2
The single construction effort associated with Structure 282 occurred during
Time Span 2. The overall dimensions of the structure were formed during this initial
stage. The structure was constructed directly on the ancient ground surface. Structure
282 was the smallest structure in the group and it lacked internal divisions or
permanent furniture (see Figure 117 and Figure 118). The structure was aligned 48º
west of north and oriented to the southwest.
A single stratigraphic level is associated with Time Span 2. Stratum 2 is the
ancient ground surface. Stratum 2 consists of dark gray (10 YR 4/1) clayey loam with
a few small rock inclusions. This natural ground surface was typically encountered
within 5 to 10 CMBS and continued for to a depth of 20 to 25 CMBS. The ancient
ground surface overlay the sterile layer identified in probes associated with Structure
222. A single feature is associated with this time span. Feature 2 is a midden deposit
scattered throughout Stratum 2. The midden is a truncated collection of the Northeast
Complex artifactual assemblage. Ceramics, used ceramic sherds, chipped-stone tools
and debitage are well represented in the midden; ritual, ceremonial, and some classes
of domestic artifacts were not noted in the Structure 282 collection (see Table x.x.x).
Construction efforts during Time Span 2 defined the general dimensions of this
surface-level structure. Construction Unit 1 is the southeast wall of the structure. The
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wall measured 2.5 meters long and averaged 0.25 meters in width (varying from 0.1 to
0.4 meters wide). Preservation of the southeast wall is generally poor, although
sections of Construction Unit 1 maintain two courses of stone at a maximum height of
0.25 meters. The unit was fashioned of unsorted small to medium-sized cobbles
aligned 42º east of north. The southwest termination of Construction Unit 1 is marked
by a large river-rounded cobble, while the opposite termination received no such
treatment. Construction Unit 2 is the northeast-facing wall of Structure 282. At 3.8
meters long, this unit represents the largest wall of the structure. The unit averages
0.28 meters wide and the single course of stone stands 0.23 meters tall at its greatest
height. The northeast wall was constructed of small to medium-sized cobbles at an
alignment of 48º west of north. Construction Unit 2 intersects the other construction
units to form the north and east corners of the structure, however the junction of these
units is poorly defined thus precluding any determination of abutment or
interdigitation. Construction Unit 3 is the northwest wall of the structure. The bestpreserved wall of Structure 282, it measures 2.2 meters long, averages 0.27 meters
wide, and stands less than 0.15 meters tall. The single course of small to mediumsized cobble was constructed at an alignment of 44º east of north. Construction Unit 3
is the only wall with a clearly defined, flat exterior facing. Both Construction Unit 1
and Construction Unit 2 were formed without placing flat-sided stones in alignment to
form a clean exterior facing. The interiors of all three walls lack definition and appear
hastily constructed.
Structure 282 was constructed and occupied during Time Span 2. By the
conclusion of this phase the structure measured 2.5 meters by 3.8 meters. The walls
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demarcating this space were simple affairs and they generally lack the definition of
construction units in neighboring structures. All three of the units exhibit large gaps in
construction material. Lacking interior divisions and permanent furniture the structure
provided 7.5 m2 of interior space (3.0 meters by 2.5meters). Access to this structure
appears largely unrestricted and the southwestern side was left open. Given the small
size and rudimentary construction of this structure in conjunction with its placement in
the group, Structure 282 was likely a later addition to the Operation 39 architectural
group.

Time Span 1
The final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 282.
Strata associated with this time span include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 was
the ancient ground surface and would have been exposed during habitation. Terminal
debris (Feature 2) associated with abandonment would have been deposited during this
time span. Stratum 1 is topsoil and it overlays the entire structure. Stratum 1 is a dark
red gray (2.5 YR 4/1) compacted loam with few inclusions and is 10 centimeter thick.
Scattered cultural material, Feature 2, was distributed throughout both strata, although
concentrations were generally denser in Stratum 1. Architectural tumble associated
with the collapse of the structure was designated as Feature 1. This feature is
associated with Stratum 1. In general, material remains associated with this structure
during all periods of occupation were scarce.
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Summary
Structure 282 was an ancillary building on the southern margin of the
Operation 39 architectural group. The structure was built during a single construction
effort on the natural ground surface. The structure measured 2.5 meters by 3.8 meters
and occupied 9.5 m2 of space. The overall construction of this structure required a
minimal investment of labor and resources. There is no evidence of maintenance,
permanent furniture, or interior divisions of this building. There is no indication that
this structure served as a residence and the artifactual collection is suggestive of a
structure dedicated to a specialized activity, e.g., a kitchen or craft-production area.
Given its size and relationship with Structure 221 and Structure 222, Structure 282
was a late addition to the group and was likely abandoned at the same time as the
neighboring buildings.
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Table 53. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 282
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert Weight Obsidian
AF
AG
AH
AI
AJ
Total

838
90
62
68
165
1223

235
198
40
42
151
666

1518.6
1303.9
487.05
530.85
1097.55
4937.95

60
17
26
13
32
148
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Obsidian Weight
54.95
19.1
24.12
11.55
33.35
143.07

Biface Worked Sherd
0
1
1
0
1
3

1
3
0
1
0
5

Operation 39 Architectural Group
The Operation 39 architectural group is made up of three structures: Structure
221, Structure 222, and Structure 282. Based on the surface-visible orientation of
these buildings, this group was interpreted as a simple three-structure residence
surrounding a single patio. This interpretation informed the excavation strategy until
its conclusion. Subsequent analysis of architectural evidence is suggestive of a more
complex structural organization. The group is now recognized as having two shared
patios, one to the north and a second to the south.
The northern patio was formed by Structure 221 along the southwest margin
and Structure 222 to the southeast. These two structures nearly connect, less than a
meter separates them at their closest point. The patio is bound to the east and north by
the steep topography leading to the west bank of the Cacaulapa River. The entrance to
each structure opens onto the north patio. Upon the construction of these structures,
and through subsequent phases, this north patio remained the focal point for the group.
The southern patio was formed by the placement of Structure 221 along the
northwest margin, Structure 222 along the northeast margin, and Structure 282 to the
southeast. Initial construction of Structure 282 seemingly occurred after the larger
structures had been raised. This space was undoubtedly an activity area beforehand
but the addition of Structure 282 created a formalized patio. Conclusive evidence as
to the activities that took place within this space (and Structure 282) has yet to be
found. It is also unclear if activities at the group were patio-specific.
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221
222
282
Total

816
751
1223
2790

505
419
666
1590

4301.8
3000.2
4937.95
12239.95

200
178
148
526

171.58
155.14
143.07
469.79

1
1
0
2

Groundstone
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Structure Ceramics Chert Chert Weight Obsidian Obsidian Weight
2
1
3
6

1
5
0
6

1
0
0
1

0
0
5
5

1
1
0
2

Biface Incensario Figurine Worked Sherd Candelero

Table 54. Artifact Count Summarized by Structure, Op 39 Architectural Group

Figure 107. Plan of Structure 221
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Figure 108. Section of Structure 221.
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Figure 109. Plan of Structure 222.
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Figure 110. Section of Structure 222.
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Figure 111. Plan of Structure 282.
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Figure 112. Section of Structure 282.
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Figure 113. General view of Construction Unit 3, Structure 221, looking to the
east.

Figure 114. General view of Construction Unit 1, Structure 221, looking to the
west.
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Figure 115. General view of Construction Unit 1, Structure 222, looking to the
south.

Figure 116. General view of Construction Unit 5, Structure 222, looking to the
west.
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Figure 117. General view of Structure 282 looking to the south.

Figure 118. General view of Structure 282, looking to the north.
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Operation 41 Architectural Group
Structures 209, 210, and 211 form an architectural group in the extreme
southeast corner of the Northeast Complex (Figure 119). These structures are
bounded to the east and south by a steep precipice to the Cacaulapa River. The three
structures, although clearly defined, are much smaller than surrounding buildings. A
wall restricting access to these three structures from the Northeast Complex further
separates them from the surrounding community.
These buildings were excavated during the 2002 season under the direction of
Leigh Anne Ellison. Architectural and artifactual evidence from these excavations
formed the basis of her Senior Honors Thesis (Ellison 2003). The structure summaries
presented below are drawn from her research and insightful presentation of findings.
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Figure 119. The Operation 41 Architectural Group.
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Structure 209
Structure 209 is the southernmost of three buildings in the Operation 41
Architectural Group (Figure 120 and Figure 126). Excavations were conducted to
collect comparative architectural and artifactual data from structures within a distinct
household group. Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and
identify internal spatial divisions. Initial excavations consisted of surface collection
(Sub-operation A) and biaxial trenches. The first, aligned 72º east of north (Suboperation B, see Figure 121, B) extended 12.0 meters. The second trench, aligned 19º
west of north (Sub-operation C, see Figure 121,A), extended 15.0 meters. Additional
sub-operations were established to expose architecture: Sub-operation D exposed the
east limits of the structure, south of the east-west axial trench; Sub-operation E
exposed the east limits of the structure, north of the east-west axial trench; Suboperation F exposed the south margin of the structure; Sub-operation H exposed the
west margin of the structure; Sub-operation G exposed the north margin of the
structure; Sub-operation I exposed a one-meter wide strip of the structure immediately
east of the north-south trench; Sub-operation J exposed the eastern architecture of the
structure; Sub-operation K exposed the floor in the northeast corner of the structure;
Sub-operation L exposed the west wall of the structure; Sub-operation N exposed the
floor of the west room; and Sub-operation M exposed the floor of the east room.
Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table 56. Excavations
were generally shallow although probes were carried to a maximum depth of 30
CMBS within the structure and 20 CMBS beyond the structure limits. In its grandest
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form, the basal dimensions of Structure 209 are 9.6 meters by 8.9 meters with an area
of 85.44 m2. Investigations revealed a minimum of five time spans associated with
Structure 209 (Table 55). A six-man crew working from March 25 to April 11 cleared
a total of 100.0 m2, or 100%, of the structure and the immediate area.
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Table 55. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 209
Time Span
1
2
3
4
5

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Final addition to basal platform
Construction of north terrace
Initial construction of basal platform
Construction of early platform

Const. Unit
1, 2
3
4 – 14
15

Stratum
1, 2
3
3
3
3, 4

Feature
1
2

Time Span 5
The earliest construction activity associated with Structure 209 occurred during
Time Span 5. These construction efforts are known through the partial exposure of a
single surface-level edifice. Two strata are associated with Time Span 5. Stratum 4 is
the lowest sedimentary layer and was in place prior to cultural activity leading to the
construction and habitation of Structure 209. This sterile layer is composed of dark
gray (no Munsell code was recorded) rocky soil and decomposing bedrock. Probes
placed at the extreme limits of the biaxial trenches revealed that the stratum continued
beyond the structure in all directions. Stratum 3 is a prehistoric ground surface. The
matrix of Stratum 3 is brown gray (2.5 Y 5/2) clay with inclusions of cultural material
throughout. This layer was noted at 12 to 18 CMBS. No features are associated with
this time span.
Construction Unit 15 is the single purposefully built element ascribed to Time
Span 5. This simple platform or prepared surface was constructed directly atop
Stratum 4. The limits of Construction Unit 15 were never realized despite exposing a
2.5 meters by 3.5 meters segment of the unit. A well-preserved segment, what would
have been the southwest facing, is aligned 60º west of north. The unit was constructed
from a mix of river cobbles and small angular stones. Given the superposition of well536

preserved architectural elements associated with the later building, the limits of this
unit were not revealed and the form and function of the associated architecture
remains enigmatic.

Time Span 4
The principal basal dimensions and internal architecture of Structure 209 were
formed during Time Span 4. During this phase, the building consisted of a simple
basal platform measuring 9.6 meters by 7.0 meters. A fill episode raised the interior
surface within the bounds of the basal platform. The interior space of the structure was
divided into a large western room and two smaller eastern rooms with permanent
furniture. Throughout this and subsequent time spans, the building was aligned 72º
east of north and generally oriented to the north.
The natural surface, Stratum 3, is the single sedimentary layer associated with
Time Span 3. The stratum was identified throughout the excavations and was often
used as a lower boundary for excavation units. A single feature, Feature 2, is
associated with Time Span 4. Feature 2 is the result of ritual activity during the
habitation of Structure 209 during this time span. Feature 2 is a burial below the floor
at the base of the west wall (Construction Unit 12) along the east-west axis of the
structure. The poorly preserved burial contains a single juvenile, seven to nine years
old at the time of death. The individual was interred without offerings and the body
was flexed with the head to the north. Feature 2, incomplete as it may be, represents
the best example of burial practices within the Northeast Complex.
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Construction activity during Time Span 4 produced the basic layout of
Structure 209. Construction Units 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13 formed the basal platform of
the building. Construction Unit 14 is a retaining wall or terrace, set to the south of
Structure 209. Construction Units 4 through 8 create the interior divisions an
permanent furniture of the structure.
Construction Unit 13 is the north basal wall of the structure and is aligned 72º
east of north. The wall measures 9.6 meters long and averages .69 meters wide. The
wall is formed of small river cobbles except at key structure points such as corners
where medium-sized cobbles anchor the wall. The wall was quite low and the single
course of stone never exceeded 0.2 meters in height. Access to the interior of
Structure 209 was gained near the midpoint of Construction Unit 13. No formal door
jam was noted, but the presence of two flat stones 0.5 meters to the east and west of
axis might have marked the threshold. These cut stones are embedded within the
matrix of Construction Unit 13. The north wall interdigitates with Construction Unit
10 to form the northwest corner and with Construction Unit 12 to form the northeast
corner of the building.
Construction Unit 12 is the west basal wall and is aligned 19º west of north.
The wall measures 7.0 meters long and averages 1.14 meters wide. The wall was made
of medium-sized river cobbles with flat facets set to the west forming the exterior
facing of Structure 209. The wall consists of a single course of stone averaging 0.2
meters tall but a maximum height of 0.27 meters above the ancient ground surface was
noted. The west wall connects with Construction Unit 11 to form the southwest corner
of the building.
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Construction Unit 11 is the south basal wall and is aligned 70º east of north.
The wall measures 9.6 meters long and averages 0.9 meters wide. The wall was
formed of medium to large river cobbles with well-formed stones selected to define
the south facing. The wall was formed of a single course of stone averaging 0.27
meters tall; a maximum height of 0.35 meters was noted. The south wall connects
with Construction Unit 10 to form the southeast corner of the building.
Construction Unit 10 is the east basal wall and is aligned 21º west of north.
The wall measures 7.0 meters long and averages 0.7 meters wide. The wall was
formed of small to medium-sized river cobble with the occasional cutstone. No
attempt was made to place flat-faced stones to the east and, as a result, the definition
of the exterior basal wall is not distinct. Construction Unit 10 is the only basal wall to
boast a second course of stones and it achieves a maximum height of 0.4 meters above
ancient ground surface. The second course of stones was added to compensate for a
decline in the natural topography of the plateau above the river. Although
Construction Unit 10 and Construction Unit 13 intersect to form the northeast corner
of the building, the corner is poorly defined and a distinguishable cornerstone was not
identified.
Construction Unit 9 is a fill episode designed to raise the interior surface of
Structure 209. This fill episode is virtually indistinguishable from the brown gray (2.5
Y 5/2) clay of Stratum 3. Together with the basal walls (Construction Units 10 through
13) Construction Unit 9 forms a low-platform and defines the footprint of Structure
209 during Time Span 4.
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Construction Units 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 delimit the interior space of Structure 209.
Construction Units 6 and 8 are basal wall-supports and the remaining construction
units serve as permanent furniture, such as shelves and benches.
Construction Unit 8 is a central wall that divides the interior into a western
room measuring 5.5 meters by 5.0 meters and a smaller eastern space measuring 5.0
meters by 4.0 meters. The wall, aligned 21º west of north, extends from the western
termination of Construction unit 7 and is 4.1 meters in length. Construction Unit 8 is a
single line of uniform medium-sized stones and, therefore, the height and width
correspond to the modal stone size, 0.3 meters wide and 0.2 meters tall. Well-formed
facets of the stones were set to the west suggesting a more formal treatment of this
space.
Construction Unit 7 is a narrow bench running along the interior of
Construction Unit 11. The bench is 3.6 meters in length and 0.9 meters wide. This
low bench is less than 0.2 meters tall and is composed of small to medium-sized river
cobbles. The construction material and technique is similar to that employed in the
south wall of Structure 209 and elements of these adjoining units are interdigitated
suggesting they were constructed at the same time.
Construction Unit 6 is a small wall extending from Construction Unit 7 and
intersecting Construction Unit 5 2.97 meters to the north. The wall is aligned 21º west
of north and averages 0.35 meters in width. This unit marks the entrance to a small
storage room in the southeast corner of Structure 209. There is a 0.6-meter break near
the midpoint of the wall that likely served as a formal entry to the storage room. The
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room formed by the intersection of Construction Unit 6 and Construction Unit 5 is 1.5
meters by 3.0 meters.
Construction Unit 5 is a bench, extending 2.20 meters from the interior facing
of Construction Unit 10. The bench is 1.03 meters in width and the single course of
medium-sized river cobbles stands less than 0.20 meters tall. Adjoining segments of
Construction Unit 5 and Construction Unit 10 are interdigitated suggesting that these
elements were formed during a single construction effort.
Construction Unit 4 occupies the remaining space between Construction Unit 5
and the northeast interior corner of Structure 209. This unit measures 1.52 meters
long and 1.10 meters wide. This is an irregularly built bench meant to complement
Construction Unit 5. The western facing of the bench was made from medium-sized
river cobbles and stands roughly 0.20 meters in height. The interior of this bench was
filled with cobble and packed earth. Together with Construction Unit 5, this unit
forms an L-shaped bench in the northeast quadrant of the structure.
The final architectural element assigned to Time Span 4 is Construction Unit
14. This unit is a terrace meant to retain the structural integrity above the steep
hillside, roughly one meter south of Construction Unit 11. A meter-wide segment
was exposed in the axial trench. The terrace measures 0.7 meters wide and stands 0.3
meters tall.
By the conclusion of Time Span 4, the basic dimensions of Structure 209 were
established. The basal limits measured 7.0 meters by 8.6 meters and the building was
oriented 20º west of north. Medium-sized river cobbles were the primary construction
material, although some angular stones and cutstone blocks were noted throughout.
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Entrance to the building was gained across Construction Unit 13, although a formal
doorway was never identified. The summit was divided into a large western room and
two smaller eastern rooms. The western room lacked permanent furniture while
several benches were identified in the smaller rooms to the east. With the exception of
a terrace to the south, no adornment or additions were noted on the exterior of
Structure 209.

Time Span 3
Construction during Time Span 3 was limited to the addition of a terrace to the
entrance Structure 209. Construction Unit 3 is a single course addition to the northern
facing (Construction Unit 13) of the basal platform. The terrace is 5.6 meters in
length, 0.78 meters in width, and stands an average 0.20 meters tall. The terrace was
centered on the northern facing of Structure 209 and about two meters of the original
facing remained visible on either side of terrace. While Construction Unit 3 added an
additional 4.4 m2 to the exterior, the interior of Structure 209 remained unchanged.
This was likely a brief phase in the habitation of the building and the distribution of
occupational debris would be limited to Stratum 3. No features were associated with
this time span.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 continued the expansion of the north
facing of Structure 209. A broad terrace that ran the width of the structure enclosed
the small northern terrace, Construction Unit 4. Although large segments of this
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terrace are poorly preserved, two components were identified, Construction Units 1
and 2. Construction Unit 2 is an extension of Construction Unit 10 running 1.9 meters
at an alignment of 21º west of north. This wall is constructed of medium-sized river
cobbles and, like the rest of the terrace, stands less than 0.25 meters in height.
Construction Unit 2 abuts the south facing of Construction Unit 1 to form the
northeast corner of this terrace. The 9.6 meters of the facing of Construction Unit 1
was built from small to medium-sized river cobbles. The junction of Construction Unit
1 and the northwest corner of the basal platform is poorly preserved. The terrace
formed by Construction Units 1 and 2 added an additional 18.2 m2 of exterior space to
the structure increasing the basal dimensions to 9.6 meters by 8.9 meters.
Occupational debris generated during this period would be limited to Stratum 3. No
features were associated with this time span.

Time Span 1
This final time span marks the abandonment and collapse of Structure 209.
Strata associated with Time Span 1 include Stratum 2 and Stratum 1. Stratum 2 is a
black (Munsell code was not recorded) greasy soil of limited extent. This soil was
noted near the exterior base of Construction Unit 12 and is 15 centimeters thick.
Stratum 2 may be the result of a late midden or the decomposition of organic material
found in wattle-and-daub architecture. Stratum 1 is the dark brown (5 YR 4/1) topsoil
or humus layer burying the entire structure. Dense inclusions of cultural material were
noted throughout this layer. Architectural tumble associated with the collapse of this
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structure was designated at Feature 1. This feature is embedded in Stratum 1 and was
noted in most excavation contexts south of the structure.

Summary
Structure 209 was the western-most structure in an architectural group in the
extreme southeast corner of the Northeast Complex. Built on the edge of a steep
decline to the Cacaulapa River and western floodplain, the majority of the structure
was built in a single episode. The structure was aligned 72º east of north and was
generally oriented to the north. Save for the interment of a juvenile, the interior space
of the structure underwent no detectable changes throughout its habitation. The space
was roughly divided into a large western room and a set of two smaller rooms to the
east. Two subsequent episodes would extend the north facing of the building by nearly
two meters. At no time was the basal platform raised above its original 0.2 meters and
Structure 209 remained a simple platform that supported a wattle-and-daub
superstructure.
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Sub Op
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M
N
Total

Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian
57
38
123.25
6.00
2438
275
2847.90
183.58
1591
265
2254.25
60.45
72
5
60.00
9.70
570
12
79.50
16.15
359
38
151.90
25.47
1295
133
760.15
53.3
1234
129
717.05
65.92
590
22
90.20
11.35
204
29
148.95
7.10
283
12
97.40
16.15
175
9
22.75
6.23
93
0
0
0
1350
91
732.80
102.7
10311
1058
8086.1
564.1

Obsidian (g)
11
214
75
13
18
25
67
87
17
15
26
12
0
108
688
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Groundstone
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
2

Biface
1
1
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
6

Incensario
0
7
4
0
2
0
1
1
1
2
0
0
0
6
24

Figurine Worked Sherd Snail Candelero
0
0
0
0
1
5
0
0
1
1
32
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
18
0
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
0
5
11
51
1

Table 56. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 209

Structure 210
Structure 210 is the easternmost of three buildings in the Operation 41
Architectural Group (Figure 122 and Figure 127). The south and east walls of this
building drop quickly down the bluff to the Cacaulapa River and western floodplain.
Structure 210 is nearly 4.0 meters north and east of Structure 209 and is 1.5 meters
south of Structure 211. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative
architectural and artifactual data from structures within a distinct architectural group.
Areal investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and identify internal
spatial divisions. Initial excavations consisted of biaxial trenches. The first, aligned 2º
west of north (Sub-operation O, see Figure 123, B) extended 8.0 meters in length. The
second, aligned 88º east of north (Sub-operation P, see Figure 123, A) extended 12.0
meters in length. Additional sub-operations were established to expose architecture:
Sub-operation X exposed the north margin of the structure, Sub-operation Q exposed
the south margin of the structure to the west of the north-south axial trench, Suboperation Z exposed the west margin of the structure, Sub-operation AB exposed a
two-meter wide segment of the eastern architecture, Sub-operation AA exposed the
southwest corner of the structure, Sub-operation AC exposed a two-meter wide
segment of the structure adjacent to the north-south axial trench, and Sub-operation
AD exposed the floor in the northwest area of the structure. Artifact counts
summarized by sub-operation are presented in Table 58. Excavations were generally
shallow although probes were carried to a maximum depth of 20 CMBS within the
structure and 35 CMBS beyond the structure’s limits. In its grandest form, the basal
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dimensions of Structure 210 are 8.40 meters by 5.10 meters with an area of 42.84m2.
Investigations revealed a minimum of three time spans associated with Structure 210
(Table 57). A six-man crew working from April 15 to April 19 cleared a total of
67.5m2, or 100%, of the structure and the immediate area.
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Table 57. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 210
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of basal platform and summit
architecture, Structure 210 – 1st
Early construction, Structure 210 – 2nd

Const. Units

Stratum
1

Feature
1, 2

1 – 10

1

2

11 – 15

1, 2

2

Time Span 3
The earliest construction activity associated with Structure 210 occurred during
Time Span 3. A small stone platform, Structure 210 – 2nd, resulted from this activity.
The square platform measures about three meters on a side and the best-preserved face
is aligned 28º east of north. The function of this platform is unclear although the
position of this early construction allowed for an advantageous view up and down the
Cacaulapa River.
A single stratum is associated with this early phase. Stratum 2 is a very hard
packed, yellow-brown (2.5 Y 4/1) rocky soil resulting from the decomposition of
bedrock. The upper limits of this sterile layer average 20 CMBS, demonstrating the
shallow nature of excavations in this region of the Northeast Complex. Stratum 2
would have been exposed during Time Span 3 and would have also served as the
ancient ground surface. A single feature, Feature 2, is associated with this time span.
Feature 2 is a midden resulting from cultural activity during this and subsequent time
spans. Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were noted.
A small platform or stone surface, Structure 210 – 2nd, was built during Time
Span 3. Construction Units 12 through 15 defined the basal limits of this platform.
Construction Unit 11 is a fill episode that raised the surface of the platform. Together
these five units form Structure 210 – 2nd.
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Construction Unit 15 is the north facing of the early platform. This
construction unit is a single line of stones, aligned 110º east of north measuring 2.9
meters in length and 0.15 meters tall.
Construction Unit 14 is the east facing of the early platform. This construction
unit is aligned 23º east of north, measuring 2.6 meters in length, and is 0.15 meters
tall.
Construction Unit 13, the western facing of the platform, is the best preserved
of these architectural elements. The unit is aligned 28º east of north and the mediumsized cobbles are set with the flat-faced segments facing to the west. Construction
Unit 13 is 3.1 meters long and stands 0.20 meters tall.
Construction Unit 12 defines the south and final facing of Structure 210 – 2nd.
This single line of stone is aligned 107º east of north and measures 2.8 meters in
length. Given its proximity to the edge of the terrace, much of Construction Unit 12
has slipped from place making assessment of the height difficult.
A fill episode, Construction Unit 11, raised the interior defined by
Construction Units 12 through 15 to form a level platform or surface. The matrix of
Construction Unit 11 consists of soil and small cobbles. The surface treatment of this
platform could not be identified due to subsequent construction activity.
At the conclusion of Time Span 3 a square platform occupying 8.12 m2 of
space had been constructed. This simple building, Structure 210 – 2nd may have been
associated with an early platform below Structure 209 (Construction Unit 14, Time
Span 5) suggesting this area was used for prior to the construction of this architectural
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group. The lapse of time between Time Span 3 and the subsequent construction of
Structure 210 – 1st cannot be determined with this evidence.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 formed the basal dimensions of
Structure 210 – 1st, created a division of internal space, and oriented the structure to a
different alignment. Structure 210 – 2nd, constructed during Time Span 3, would not
be buried or destroyed but rather, incorporated into the final form of the building.
During this time span, the basal dimensions of Structure 210 – 1st would measure 8.4
meters by 5.1 meters with an alignment of 85º east of north. The summit would be
divided into two discrete rooms, each with permanent furniture. Occupational debris,
Feature 2, lie above the ancient ground surface (Stratum 2).
Construction Units 7, 8, 9, and 10 define the basal walls of the Structure 210 –
1st platform. These basal walls were constructed simultaneously and incorporate
Structure 210 – 2nd into the southeast corner of the structure. The south and east basal
walls of the structure, Construction Units 7 and 8 respectively, are poorly preserved
and minimal measurements and descriptions are presented. Construction Unit 7 is the
south basal wall of the structure and measures an estimated 7.5 meters in length. This
basal wall is aligned 95º west of north. Although much of the wall has eroded over
the adjoining slope, several medium-sized river cobbles remain in place. This basal
wall abuts the southwest corner of Structure 210 – 2nd (the intersection of Construction
Units 12 and 13) and intersects Construction Unit 10 to form the southwest corner of
Structure 210 – 1st.
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Construction Unit 8 is the east basal wall of Structure 210 – 1st and measures
5.5 meters in length. This basal wall is aligned 20º west of north. Description of the
construction material is limited due to considerable erosion. Construction Unit 8 the
northeast corner of the early stone platform (the intersection of Construction Units 14
and 15) and intersects Construction Unit 9 to form the northeast corner of Structure
210.
Construction Unit 9 is the north basal wall of the structure. Compared to the
south and east walls, this construction unit is well preserved. The north basal wall
measures 8.4 meters in length and averages 0.7 meters wide. The single course of
stone is less than 0.30 meters tall and is aligned 82º east of north. The medium-sized
river cobbles used as construction material were placed with flat-facets to the north,
clearly defining the northern limit of the structure. Given the division of summit
space, entrance to the structure was most likely gained across the north wall however,
a formal threshold or door jam was never identified. Construction Unit 8 abuts
Construction Unit 9 to form the northeast corner. Construction Unit 9 interdigitates
with Construction Unit 10 to form the northwest corner of the structure.
Construction Unit 10 is the west basal wall of Structure 210. Like
Construction Unit 9 to the north, the west wall is well preserved. The west wall
measures 5.1 meters in length and averages 0.8 meters wide. The single course of
stone stands an average 0.15 meters above the ground and is aligned 20º west of north.
The wall is built of medium-sized river cobbles with flat facets set in line to the west.
Although this unit connects with Construction Unit 9 to form the northwest corner of
Structure 210 – 1st, no formal corner stone was used to anchor this structural position.
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The basal walls described above define the external limits of Structure 210 – 1st
throughout this and subsequent time spans.
The remaining six construction units demarcated the summit space of Structure
210 – 1st. Construction Unit 2 is a dividing wall built on the north – south axis of the
structure. This wall extends 2.65 meters from the internal facing of Construction Unit
7 at an alignment of 10º west of north. This narrow wall does not exceed 0.2 meters in
width and the single course of stone stands less than 0.12 meters tall. Small river
cobbles were used as construction material. Construction Unit 2 divides the southern
half of the summit into eastern and western rooms.
The northern space of the structure is divided, not by a wall, but by permanent
furniture. Construction Unit 1 and Construction Unit 3 form an irregularly shaped
bench. Construction Unit 3 is the central element of a bench in the northeast quadrant
of the structure. This unit measures 4.0 meters in length and averages 2.2 meters in
width. The southern limit of the bench is formed of medium-sized cobbles aligned 85º
east of north. The surface and fill of the bench is composed of smaller river cobble
and packed earth. This bench is low-lying and the single course of stones never rises
more than 0.20 meters above the floor. The north and east limits of Construction Unit
3 are demarcated by the internal facing of Construction Unit 9 and Construction Unit
8, respectively. The west facing of the bench abuts Construction Unit 1. The function
of Construction Unit 1 is unclear, although it may have served as an extension of the
northeast bench. Construction Unit 1 extends a maximum of 2.45 meters to the west
along the internal facing of Construction Unit 9. The unit exhibits a maximum width
of 2.2 meters, equal to the width of Construction Unit 3. The southwest facing of this
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unit is composed of a gradual arc running from the northwest corner to the southeast
corner (see Figure 122).
Construction Units 4, 5, and 6 form a niche in the southwest corner of
Structure 210 – 1st’s summit. This niche is low-lying and stands less than 0.10 meters
tall. Construction Unit 5 is the central element and abuts the interior facing of
Construction Unit 10 near its intersection with Construction Unit 7. Construction Unit
5 is 2.7 meters long, 0.45 meters wide and is aligned 20º west of north. The unit was
constructed of medium-sized cobble and the east facing is poorly preserved.
Construction Unit 4 is the southern element of the southwest niche and abuts the
internal facing of Construction Unit 7. The unit is 1.1 meters long, 1.0 meter wide,
and is aligned 82º east of north. The construction material was mixed, small and
medium-sized cobbles were used throughout. The northern arm of the niche was
defined as Construction Unit 6. This unit extends 0.8 meters from the northern
termination of Construction Unit 5 at an alignment of 82º east of north. Construction
Unit 6 is 0.7 meters wide and is composed of small to medium-sized cobbles. These
three units form a single architectural element, roughly 2.7 meters long and 1.55
meters wide. Flanked to the north and south, the niche is barely a meter deep and a
meter wide. This is not a common construction element in the Northeast Complex and
its function remains unclear.
At the close of Time Span 2, Structure 210 – 1st would measure 8.40 meters
east to west and 5.10 meters north to south. Internal divisions of this 42.84 m2
building include a single summit wall, a bench, and a niche. The western room (16.83
m2) is a simple space, demarcated to the east by Construction Unit 2. A niche
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occupies the southwest corner of the room. Entrance to this room could have been
gained by passing over the northern wall (Construction Unit 9), however a formal
threshold was not identified. The eastern room (12.46 m2) is more complicated as two
architectural elements occupy much of the floor space in the room. The early stone
platform, constructed during Time Span 3, fills the southeast quadrant of the structure.
Due to a change in orientation, a triangular floor roughly 1.0 meter on a side is formed
between Structure 210 – 2nd, Construction Unit 2 and Construction Unit 3. The
northeast bench, formed by Construction Units 1 and 3 eliminates remaining floor
space (but does not preclude the use of this space as an activity area) in the eastern
room. The utilization of the eastern room is not clear, however. If the early stone
platform were converted to a bench, then an L-shaped bench would fill much of the
east room. If these units were not joined to form a single bench, then the east room
could have been divided into at least three discrete spaces.

Time Span 1
The abandonment and collapse of Structure 210 occurred during Time Span 1.
Given the slight overburden in the area and lack of stratigraphy, terminal debris and
fall are associated with Stratum 1 along with debris from earlier episodes. Stratum 1 is
easily distinguishable from the rock sterile layer below. This upper stratum is a soft
brown (5 YR 4/1) humus layer with a fine texture and few rocks throughout. All
occupational and terminal debris is associated with Stratum 1. Two features result
from the collapse of the structure. Feature 2 is occupational debris resulting from this
and earlier time spans. Concentrations of pottery fragments, chert, and obsidian were
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noted. Feature 1 is architectural tumble along the southern base of the structure. Due
to erosion and a steep topographic decline, the southern facing of Structure 210 – 1st is
poorly preserved and Feature 1 may extend to the base of the hillside.

Summary
Structure 210 is the southeastern-most building in the Operation 41
Architectural Group as well as the Northeast Complex. The building was bounded to
the south and east by a steep drop to the western floodplain of the Cacaulapa River.
The building was constructed during two episodes. The earliest form of Structure 210
was a three-meter square platform aligned 110º east of north. This platform was later
used as the southeast corner of Structure 210 – 1st. In its final form, the structure
would be oriented 85º east of north and consist of two small rooms. The western room
would be bare with the exception of a niche in the southwest corner and the eastern
room was most likely filled with an irregular L-shaped bench. Until it was abandoned,
Structure 210 remained a small platform supporting a wattle-and-daub supertructure.
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Sub Op
O
P
X
Z
AA
AB
AC
AD
Total

Ceramic
200
547
128
237
61
172
243
32
1620

Chert
42
36
21
35
0
6
0
0
140

Chert (g)
318.80
350.55
88.05
166.50
0
42.05
0
0
965.95

Obsidian
14
46
18
18
24
0
6
4
130
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Obsidian (g)
10.05
38.50
15.15
14.30
13.15
0.00
4.75
1.70
97.6

Biface
0
5
0
0
0
0
0
0
5

Incensario
3
2
0
0
0
0
0
1
6

Figurine
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Worked Sherd
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Table 58. Artifact Counts Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 210
Ocarina
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

Structure 211
Structure 211 is the northernmost of three buildings in the Operation 41
Architectural Group (Figure 124 and Figure 128). The east wall of this structure sits
on the edge of a steep decline to the Cacaulapa River. Structure 211 is 1.5 meters
north of Structure 210. The southeastern corner of Structure 212 lies less than five
meters to the west, and a wall extends southwest from the northwest corner of
Structure 211. Excavations were conducted to collect comparative architectural and
artifactual data from structures within a distinct architectural group. Areal
investigations sought to expose the limits of the structure and identify internal spatial
divisions. Initial excavations consisted of biaxial trenches. The first, aligned 70º east
of north (Sub-operation AF, see Figure 125, B), extended 9.0 meters in length. The
second, aligned 20º west of north (Sub-operation AG, see Figure 125, A) extended
11.5 meters in length. Additional sub-operations were established to expose
architecture: Sub-operation AH exposed the west margin of the structure, Suboperation AI exposed a segment adjacent to the north-south axis, Sub-operation AJ
exposed the east margin of the structure, and Sub-operation AL is a small probe just
west of Sub-operation AH. Artifact counts summarized by sub-operation are presented
in Table 60. Excavations were generally shallow although probes were carried to a
maximum depth of 20 CMBS within the structure and 30 CMBS beyond the structure
limits. In its grandest form, the basal dimensions of Structure 211 are 8.60 meters by
4.75 meters with an area of 40.85m2. Investigations revealed a minimum of three time
spans associated with Structure 211 (Table 59). A six-man crew working from 19
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April to 26 April cleared a total of 76.5m2, or 100%, of the structure and the
immediate area.
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Table 59. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Structure 211
Time Span
1
2
3

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Addition to exterior
Initial construction of basal platform

Const. Unit
1
2 – 11

Stratum
1
2
2, 3

Feature
1, 2

Time Span 3
The earliest construction effort associated with Structure 211 occurred during
Time Span 3. The building was raised on sterile soil near the eastern edge of a steep
decline to the Cacaulapa River. Efforts during this time span resulted in the
construction of a low basal platform oriented to the west. Summit architecture
consisted of a complex bench formed by the linking of several construction units.
Preservation of this structure is poor due to erosion and topography.
Two stratigraphic levels are associated with Time Span 3. The earliest
sedimentary level is Stratum 3. This stratum is a yellow-brown (2.5 Y 4/1) sterile
layer composed of hard-packed soil and decomposing bedrock. Stratum 3 was
revealed outside the base of the north, west, and south walls. Stratum 2 is a medium
grained grayish brown (2.5Y 5/2) soil revealed and fully excavated in the axial trench
west of Structure 211. This cultural layer was noted between 10 and 20 CMBS.
Occupational debris was recovered from this stratum and Stratum 2 is interpreted as
the natural ground surface throughout the habitation of the structure. Although
stratigraphy is noted in several probes, the majority of excavated contexts in and
around Structure 211 are characterized by extremely shallow overlay.
Construction Units 2, 3, 4, and 5 define the basal platform of Structure 211.
Construction Unit 2 is the west basal wall of the structure. The wall measures 8.6
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meters long, averages 0.2 meters wide, and is aligned 8º west of north. The wall is
built from a single course of stones and at no point exceeds 0.3 meters tall. Small to
medium-sized cobbles were used for construction material and some care was taken to
place flat-facets to the west in order to create a clean exterior facing. Entrance to the
summit was gained across this construction unit and, although no formal doorway was
identified, the presence of a large flat boulder set on axis outside of the wall is
suggestive of a threshold. This construction unit connects with Construction Unit 3 to
form the northwest corner and with Construction Unit 4 to form the southwest corner
of the structure.
Construction Unit 3 is the north basal wall of Structure 211. The wall is 4.75
meters long, averages 0.45 meters wide, and is aligned 80º east of north. Two courses
of stones are noted near the eastern termination of the unit and the height ranges from
0.15 to 0.45 meters above the ancient ground surface. Medium-sized stones form the
western arm of the wall although smaller cobbles were preferred to the east. Unlike
the west facing of Construction Unit 2, the north facing of this wall is poorly
preserved and lacks a clean external facing. The north wall abuts Construction Unit 5
to form the northeast corner of the structure.
Construction Unit 5 is the east basal wall of Structure 211. Unfortunately,
erosion did the greatest damage to this wall and only the basal courses remained for
documentation. The west wall measures 9.1 meters long, averages 1.0 meter in width,
and is aligned 14º west of north. The remaining single course of stone stands an
average 0.3 meters above the ancient ground surface. Construction material consists
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of medium-sized cobbles packed around natural outcrops of larger boulders. The west
wall connects with Construction Unit 4 to form the southeast corner of the structure.
Construction Unit 4 is the south basal wall of Structure 211. This wall is 5.3
meters long, averages 0.6 meters in width, and is aligned 77º east of west. The single
course of stone stands less than 0.3 meters tall. Although the eastern segment of the
wall is poorly preserved, it appears that small cobbles were used as construction
material.
These four construction units create a platform oriented to the west. Based on
the length of the best-defined basal walls (Construction Unit 2 and Construction Unit
3) Structure 211 would have occupied 40.85 m2 of space along the eastern margin of
the terrace overlooking the Cacaulapa River.
The summit architecture of Structure 211 during Time Span 3 consists of a
bench along the south and east walls. The bench was formed by the sequential
addition of Construction Units 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10.
Construction Unit 6 is the primary element of the bench and, given its cohesion
with Construction Units 4 and 3, was built simultaneously with the walls of the basal
platform. This unit is 7.5 meters long (roughly the length of the interior space) and no
wider than 0.56 meters. This segment shares the same alignment as the east wall (14º
west of north). The height of Construction Unit 6 averages 0.3 meters and the entire
unit was constructed of medium-sized cobble.
Construction Unit 7 extends the bench to the west. This unit abuts
Construction Unit 6 to the east and Construction Unit 4 to the south. This extension is
5.8 meters in length, averages 0.23 meters wide, and is aligned 14º west of north. It is
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of simple construction and the single course of stone stands less than 0.2 meters at its
apex. Slightly smaller river-cobbles were employed in the construction of this unit
than is the case with Construction Unit 6.
Construction Unit 8 is a small extension set just south of axis against the west
facing of Construction Unit 7. This unit is a mere 1.9 meters long and 0.2 meters
wide. The single course of small cobbles stands less than 0.2 meters at it highest point
and is aligned 14º west of north. Construction Unit 11 to the west hides much of
Construction Unit 8, although a small segment of the western facing would have been
visible along the northern half of the extension.
Construction Unit 9 is an interior element to the Structure 211 complex bench.
This unit abuts Construction Unit 7 to the east and is bracketed by Construction Unit 4
to the south and Construction Unit 8 to the north. Construction Unit 11 was built
around the remaining exterior surfaces of Construction Unit 9. Nevertheless,
Construction Unit 9 is an integral part of the bench measuring 3.0 meters in length, 1.0
meter wide, and 0.15 meters tall. The single course of small to medium-sized stones is
aligned 8º west of north.
Construction Unit 10 is an extension built at the junction of Construction Unit
6 and Construction Unit 3. The placement of this unit created a slight C-shaped form
to the Structure 211 bench. Construction Unit 10 measures 1.7 meters long, 1.2
meters wide, and stands 0.2 meters at its greatest height. Nearly perpendicular with
the facing of the bench, Construction Unit 10 is aligned 72º east of north. This
extension is formed entirely of tightly packed, small cobbles.
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Construction Unit 11 is the final element of the bench. The unit takes up the
southern half of the remaining floor space and creates an additional 5.0 m2 of surface
area for the C-shaped bench. Constructed of small cobbles, the unit measures 2.5
meters long and 1.9 meters at its maximum width. The surface slopes to the north but
likely stood 0.2 meters tall. This unit is bordered by Construction Unit 2 to the west,
Construction Unit 4 to the south, and Construction Units 8 and 9 flank the east side of
the extension.
Though the internal architecture of the Structure 211 bench is described as five
distinct construction units, they make up a single architectural element, a C-shaped
bench oriented to the west. The construction technique employed in this bench is
prototypical of tenth-century building endeavors. The permanent furniture is robust
and formed by the sequential application of similar materials. Typically, benches and
shelves are set against the internal facings of a basal wall. Rows of cobble are then set
in place until the desired dimensions are reached. Often, although not always, a final
row of carefully chosen materials is set to form a façade34. This technique creates a
stable and generally level surface, as is the case with the Structure 211 bench.
The form of Structure 211 was defined during Time Span 3. During this
phase, the basal platform was constructed incorporating large boulders found in situ
and imported cobbles. The basal platform measured 8.6 meters by 4.75 meters along
its best-preserved walls. The platform was aligned 8º west of north and oriented to the
west. Entrance to the summit was gained near the axis along the west side of the

34

An alternate technique is the use of a thick façade backed by packed earth. Although this is less
stable, it may represent a more efficient use of construction resources.
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structure. A C-shaped bench dominated the interior space of Structure 211. Unlike
Structure 209 and Structure 210, the interior of the northern structure is a single room
with extremely limited floor space and lacked permanent internal divisions.

Time Span 2
Construction activity during Time Span 2 is limited to the addition of a single
terrace at the southwest corner of Structure 211. All artifactual evidence associated
with this period is distributed throughout Stratum 2, the natural ground surface during
habitation, and Stratum 1, the thin layer of overburden and topsoil. No features are
associated with this time span. Construction Unit 1 is a square terrace abutting
Construction Unit 2 at the southwest corner of the structure. Roughly square in form,
the terrace is 0.8 meters long and 1.1 meters wide. The single course of stones stands
0.2 meters tall and was built from medium-sized cobbles. The terrace is poorly
preserved and lacks the form of true terraces noted elsewhere in the Northeast
Complex. While Construction Unit 1 may have created an additional activity area
outside of the structure, it most likely served to support some element of the
superstructure.

Time Span 1
The abandonment and collapse of Structure 211 occurred during Time Span 1.
Terminal debris and architectural fall are distributed throughout Stratum 1. The
uppermost sedimentary layer, Stratum 1, is dark gray (5 YR 4/1) loam overlaying
much of the structure. This is an extremely thin stratum, 11 CMBS at its greatest
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depth. Two features resulted from the collapse of this structure. Feature 2 is a
bajareque deposit was exposed west of Construction Unit 2. Grass and stick
impressions were noted throughout and this feature was likely the result of a collapsed
superstructure rather than a prepared surface. Feature 1 is composed of architectural
tumble east of Construction Unit 5. Given the steep topography in this area, Feature 1
likely continues to the base of the hill and the eastern limits were not recorded.

Summary
Structure 211 is the northern-most structure in the Architectural Group. The
structure was bounded to the east by a steep drop to the Cacaulapa River. A shared
patio lies to the west. The building was raised during a single construction episode,
with a small addition added to the southwest corner in a subsequent phase. A low
basal platform supported a wattle and daub superstructure that, in turn, housed a Cshaped bench in a single room. Both the bench and the structure were oriented to the
west. As with the other buildings in this group, Structure 211 remained a low platform
throughout its occupation.
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Table 60. Artifact Count Summarized by Sub-operation, Structure 211
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g)
AF
AG
AH
AI
AJ
AL
Total

253
170
191
67
266
2
949

50
65
62
16
6
0
199

542.85
600.35
296.9
226.05
25.55
0
1691.7

22
13
16
9
37
0
97

15.2
6.65
13.65
6.10
31.79
0
73.39

Groundstone
0
0
0
1
0
0
1

Biface Worked Sherd
0
1
0
1
0
0
2

1
1
0
0
0
0
2

Residential Wall
A freestanding wall was revealed during lateral excavations along the southern margin
of Structure 212 and at the northwestern margin of Structure 211 (see Figure 129,
Figure 130, and Figure 131). This construction was not visible from the surface and,
therefore, did not receive a structure number designation. The goals of excavations
were to simply define the limits of this construction unit and determine its association
with surrounding architecture. No formal axial trench was established and clearing
excavations consisted of 1m2 units. Sub-operations AK, AM, AN, and AO were
assigned to these excavations. Artifact counts associated with these sub-operations are
presented in
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Table 62. Investigations revealed that the wall was raised in a single
construction episode (Table 61). The wall runs 22m along a northeast bearing between
the northeastern corner of Structure 208 and northwestern corner of 211 (Figure 50).
A two-man crew working intermittently from 25 April to 15 May cleared 48m2 in and
round the wall.
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Table 61. Construction Episodes and Associated Contexts, Basal Wall-Support
Time Span
1
2

Activity
Abandonment and collapse
Construction of wall

Const. Unit
1, 2

Stratum
1
1, 2

Feature

Time Span 2
Construction of the wall occurred during a single episode. The wall was built
atop the sterile layer (Stratum 2) noted in association with Structure 209, Structure
210, and Structure 211. Stratum 2 is a coarse-grained yellow-brown (2.5 Y 4/1) soil
derived from decomposing limestone bedrock. It was noted 15 to 25 CMBS and
excavations were terminated when this stratum was revealed. Stratum 1 is composed
of topsoil and humus. This dark brown (5YR 4/1) sediment extends to the sterile layer
and is up to 25 cm thick. Occupation debris was noted throughout Stratum 1. No
features are associated with this time span.
The wall is made up of two construction units. Construction Unit 2 is the
western arm of the wall. This unit abuts the northeast corner of Structure 208 and
continues for 4.7 meters at an alignment of 70º east of north. This low-lying
construction never exceeds 0.1 meter in height. The width of this unit is variable and
measurements were taken at west, middle, and east segments of the wall (1.75 meters,
1.0 meters, and 0.63 meters, respectively). Construction Unit 2 was built from flatlaid medium-sized river cobbles and care was taken to create a distinct basal line on
either side of the wall. The eastern termination of Construction Unit 2 forms the
western boundary for passage through the wall. Construction Unit 1 is the eastern arm
of the wall. This unit terminates near the northwest corner of Structure 211 and the
southeast corner of Structure 212. The unit does not interdigitate with either structure,
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and its placement would have precluded passage between these buildings. The unit is
12.6 meters long and is aligned 52º east of north. This basal construction stands 0.10
meter tall. The width of Construction Unit 1 is variable and measurements were taken
at west, middle, and east segments of the wall (1.3 meters, 1.02 meters, and 0.44
meters, respectively). Flat-laid medium-sized stones were used as construction
material and a distinct basal line was formed along the northern facing of the unit. The
western termination of this unit forms the eastern boundary for passage through the
wall. The passage between these construction units is maximally 0.75 meters wide.
Together, these construction units formed a free-standing wall segregating Structure
209, Structure 210, and Structure 211 from the rest of the Northeast Complex.

Time Span 1
The disuse and collapse of the wall occurred during Time Span 1. A paucity of
occupation debris was noted and the trace amounts recovered are associated with
Stratum 1. If Construction Units 1 and 2 supported a perishable superstructure and its
remains were never identified. The abandonment of the architectural group simply
negated the need to maintain a dividing wall.

Summary
A wall was built to separate a three-structure architectural group from the rest
of the Northeast Complex. The wall was built in a single construction effort and likely
corresponds with Time Span 3/4, for Structure 209, Time Span 2, for Structure 210,
and Time Span 3, for Structure 211. Bounded as it was to the south and east by a steep
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topographic decline, this group enjoyed considerable privacy without the wall. The
construction of the wall reinforces an apparent emic distinction between these
structures and their associated activities and the rest of the Northeast Complex.
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Table 62. Artifact count summarized by Sub-operation, Residential Wall
Sub Op Ceramic Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g)
AK
AM
AN
AO
Total

417
28
514
197
1156

9
0
70
7
86

47.25
0.00
396.20
27.50
470.95

40
7
40
3
90

26.80
2.20
31.00
3.45
63.45
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Groundstone
1
0
0
0
1

Bifaces Worked Sherd
0
0
0
1
1

1
0
1
0
2

Structure
209
210
211
Wall
Total

Ceramic
10311
1620
949
1156
14036

Chert Chert (g) Obsidian Obsidian (g)
1058 8086.10
564
688.00
140
965.95
130
97.60
199
1691.70
97
73.40
86
470.95
90
63.45
1483 11214.70
881
922.45
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Groundstone
2
0
1
1
4

Biface Incensario Figurine Worked Sherd Snail Candelero
6
24
5
11
51
1
5
6
1
1
0
1
2
0
0
2
0
0
1
0
0
2
0
0
14
30
6
16
51
2

Table 63. Artifact count summarized by structure, Operation 41

Figure 120. Plan of Structure 209.
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Figure 121. Sections of Structure 209.
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Figure 122. Plan of Structure 210.
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Figure 123. Sections of Structure 210.
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Figure 124. Plan of Structure 211.
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Figure 125. Sections of Structure 211.
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Figure 126. Areal view of Structure 209, taken from the southeast corner
looking to the northwest.

Figure 127. General view of Structure 210, taken from the northwest corner.
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Figure 128. General view of Structure 211, looking to the east.

Figure 129. View of the entrance to the residential group through wall-support.
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Figure 130. Wall-support looking to the west.

Figure 131. Wall-support looking to the east.
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APPENDIX II – ARTIFACTS
The artifact assemblage collected from excavations in the Northeast Complex
is one of the best-preserved examples of Early Postclassic material culture yet
analyzed in northwestern Honduras. The documentation of this data set is of utmost
importance both, in terms of identifying the power strategies in operation during the
ninth and tenth century at El Coyote but, also for its value as a comparative collection.
To that end, I have pooled all the descriptive and empirical information resulting from
over four years of collection and analysis in this appendix. Readers interested in the
interpretive aspects of the material collection are directed to Chapter 5.
In the sections to follow, I present the description, tabulation, and distribution
of each artifact class with as little interpretation as possible. Appendix II is structured
by artifact class: Pottery, Non-pottery Ceramics, Chipped Stone, Ground Stone, and a
miscellaneous class of Jewelry and Ornamentation. Each chapter presents a summary
of the material, a presentation of analytical methods regarding typology and sampling,
definitions of terminology, detailed artifact description, and summary or statistical
presentation of the artifact class.

Pottery
The pottery collection from the Northeast Complex is made up of fired-clay
artifacts in the form of jars, bowls, or plates. The assemblage consists of both locally
manufactured and imported pieces. Project members collected these artifacts during
the 2000 and 2002 field seasons. Of the 84,567 sherds collected from the Northeast
582

Complex excavations, Patricia Urban, Edward Schortman, and Marne Ausec, the
Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa ceramicists, classified 20,857 sherds, roughly 25% of the
collected assemblage. In addition to the analysis of pottery sherds, nine complete or
nearly complete vessels were recovered, reconstructed, and classified.
The pottery section is organized into three parts. The first part outlines the
methodology and rationale utilized in the classification and description of the
collection. In the second part I present summary descriptions and counts of pottery
treatment groups identified in the Northeast Complex. The final part deals with the
distribution of local and imported treatment groups within the Northeast Complex.

Methodology
In order to promote continuity and comparability, Patricia Urban, Edward
Schortman, and Marne Ausec were responsible for the classification of all pottery
sherds and restorable vessels recovered in Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa excavations.
Utilizing type-variety-mode analysis (Gifford 1960; Smith et al. 1960), they classified
20,857 sherds from the Northeast Complex. The type-variety descriptions are based
on the analysis of over 200,000 sherds from the lower Cacaulapa valley and are an
extension of Urban’s work in the neighboring Naco valley (Urban 1993, n.d.; Urban et
al 1995). The flexibility of this approach has proven to be a great asset because the
relationships between pottery types and varieties are continuously augmented with
new evidence from contiguous regions.
Due to time constraints, the entire ceramic assemblage from the Northeast
Complex could not be analyzed. So, a sample was selected at random from excavated
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structures. Urban’s goal was to classify the greatest quantity of sherds possible from
each structure, rather than a random sample from each Sub-operation. Of the sampled
structures, an average of 25% of the total collection was selected for analysis (see
Table 64). This strategy is a break from her analysis of the assemblage from the Main
Plaza and in other Late Classic contexts (Wells 2003:453). The rationale for this
divergence in sampling strategy is based on the paucity of ceramic material recovered
from late contexts and a desire to more fully document a poorly known ceramic phase
at El Coyote (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2002). To this end, certain
structures were given priority based on their location, perceived function, and pottery
assemblage as identified in the field, while others were given cursory attention or
skipped all together.
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Table 64. Tabulation of Analyzed Sherds Compared to Field Counts
Structure
155
156
161
165
173
208
209
210
211
Wall
212
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
242
Ballcourt
Sub-Total
282B
290
235
163
173
Total

Local Import Total Analyzed Field Count
1471
119
1590
3062
903
87
990
2541
171
36
207
718
552
35
587
1360
38
4
42
892
556
165
721
4056
1646
493
2139
10311
299
64
363
1620
108
8
116
949
234
23
257
1156
1145
228
1373
4386
1635
423
2058
12981
3528
718
4246
9017
1314
124
1438
3273
1155
598
1753
5834
102
15
117
816
201
11
212
751
156
2
158
2790
2
3
5
4722
2148
337
2485
9531
17365 3492
20857
80766
0
0
0
581
0
0
0
660
0
0
0
1416
0
0
0
802
0
0
0
342
17365 3492
20857
84567

Urban identified over 200 individual pottery types from the Northeast
Complex. For my purposes, I found it fruitful to summarize these diverse types by a
few key criteria, namely: point of manufacture, surface treatment, and form. Together,
these three criteria allow me to address issues of interregional contact and potential
functional variation between structures.
Point of manufacture distinguishes those objects that originate within the
region from imported types. To date, there is no evidence for the manufacture of
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ceramics at the site of El Coyote. Recent settlement studies have identified a pattern of
household pottery production at many of the smaller sites located in the lower
Cacaulapa valley (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2005). The initial
impression of these data is one of production for household consumption, not for
consumption by the general populace at El Coyote. I do not suggest that the thriving
community centered at El Coyote was reliant upon the productive output of what
could best be described as part-time ceramic producers. Rather, the loci of ceramic
production and associated artifact correlates of production have yet to be identified at
El Coyote. The absence of evidence is driven into stark relief when compared to the
abundant evidence for ceramic production at the sites of Rancho del Rio and Las
Canoas, both located near the confluence of the Cacaulapa and Chamelecon rivers.
While the problem of locating the point of production remains unsolved, the
assemblage is distinct from the neighboring valleys and the ceramic types were
classified as local.
All other ceramic types are classified as imports. The vast majority of these
imported forms originated in the Naco valley. Investigations of Las Canoas (Stockett
2002) have produced a well-understood ceramic typology of locally produced pottery.
It is now possible to distinguish those pottery types originating from Las Canoas from
vessels produced elsewhere in the Naco valley. The remaining imports are those with
excellent provenience beyond the Naco and Cacaulapa valleys, including: the Ulúa
valley, the lower Motagua valley, the Pacific coast of Guatemala, central Honduras,
and other unspecified foreign locales. The latter category includes pottery types of an
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unknown origin or those occasional forms where the point of manufacture is
ambiguous and is attributable to more than one region.
Many of the identified types differ by paste alone, an attribute not perceived
when the vessel was in use. Variation between surface treatments would have been
visible during use and, by combining different types that share the same surface
treatment I am promoting larger categories for ease of comparison. I refer to the
combined categories based on surface treatment as treatment groups. This approach
was used for locally manufactured types as well as those produce in the Naco valley
and unspecified imports. Formal type-variety nomenclature is used for other imports
as they are widely recognized and fewer in quantity.
The final criteria I utilized to summarize the Northeast Complex pottery
sample is vessel form. Vessel form, ostensibly linked to function, can be (at least,
partially) identified on sherds. Urban identified three gross categories of forms: jars,
bowls, and plates. She further subdivided the forms by the treatment of the vessel rim,
which promotes an open-mouthed or closed-mouth opening. Due to the scarcity of
rim sherds, I opted to limit this category to the gross form, forgoing the more specific
classifications.
In the sections to follow I document the quantity and distribution of the pottery
sample using these three criteria. I will first turn to a general discussion of the local
and imported treatment groups. In the section to follow, summary data based on the
distribution of treatment groups by structure will be presented. Broader inferences
based on the distributional patterns of the artifact assemblage as they relate to power
strategies in the Northeast Complex are presented in Chapter 5.
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Pottery Treatment Group Descriptions
To facilitate the comparison of locally produced pottery types, the 80 types
identified by Urban were combined by surface treatment to produce larger general
classes, or treatment groups. These treatment groups include: Orange-slipped, Redslipped, Tan-slipped, Red-washed, White-washed, Red-on-natural, Red-on-orange,
Red-on-tan, Burnished, Smoothed, and Indeterminate. Although noted by Urban,
certain infrequently occurring attributes, such as degree of burnishing and incisions,
were disregarded for this analysis. Therefore, both poorly burnished and highly
burnished vessels reside in the same category of burnished treatment group. Incised
types are classified by their other surface treatments, thus privileging the group-level
attributes over this rare attribute. The locally produced treatment groups are tabulated
by form in Table 65.
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Table 65. Local Pottery – Surface Treatment Tabulated by Pottery Form
Surface
Orange-slip
Red-slip
Tan-slip
Red-wash
White-wash
Red-on-natural
Red-on-orange
Red-on-tan
Burnished
Smoothed
Indeterminate
Total

Jar
266
12
105
125
2
336
0
6
124
8186
2

Bowl Plate Indeterminate Total
618 31
28
943
104
0
0
116
59
0
0
164
210
1
24
360
15
0
0
17
35
0
4
375
7
0
0
7
7
0
0
13
182
0
0
306
6065 114
585
14950
112
0
0
114
9164 7414 146
641
17365

Orange Slip. Orange – slipped ceramics are the second most frequently
encountered, locally produced, treatment groups in the Northeast Complex (n=943;
5.5%). The orange – slipped treatment groups are thought to replace the red-onnatural treatment groups in later contexts (Urban n.d.) and, as red-on-natural vessels
are closely related to imported treatment groups from the Naco valley, this transition is
indicative of increasing political and/or economic distance between these two valleys.
Bowls are the most common form for this treatment group, however jars and plates are
well represented. The abundance of plates, in particular, is suggestive of orangeslipped treatment groups as the fancy or special serving treatment groups preceding
and throughout the ninth and tenth century.
Urban has identified 11 type-varieties that share this surface: Amapa Group35,
Amapa orange-slipped: Amapa variety; Chululo Group, Chululo Orange-slipped:

35

The “Group” designation refers to specimens that have sufficient diagnostic characteristics for
general classification (e.g. paste, slip, paint, and so on) but aren’t large enough or “diagnostic” enough
to identify the finer attributes of the specific type – variety category. In short, this is a default category,
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Chululo variety; La Laja Group; La Laja Orange- slipped: La Laja variety, Mal Paso
Orange Group, Mal Paso Orange- slipped: Mal Paso variety, Olola Group; Olola
Orange: Incised variety; and Olola Orange: Olola variety.
Red Slip. Red-slipped types are an infrequently encountered, locally produced
treatment group in the Northeast Complex (n=116; 0.7%). The locally produced
vessels of this treatment group are not imitations of Naco valley types. Bowls are the
most common form and trace amounts of jars were noted. Neither plates nor
indeterminate forms were identified in the sample.
Urban has identified five type-varieties that share this surface treatment: Arada
Red: Arada variety; Atima Red: Atima variety; Carreto Grou;, Carreto Red: Carreto
variey; and Cavas Red: Cavas variety.
Tan Slip. Tan-slipped types are an uncommon, locally produced treatment
group in the Northeast Complex (n=164; 1%). The few tan-slipped specimens that
were classified take the form of jars and, less-commonly, bowls. Urban has identified
seven type-varieties exhibiting tan-slipped surface treatment: Tascalapa Group;
Tascalapa Tan-slipped: Tascalapa variety; Temblor Group; Temblor Tan- slipped:
Temblor variety Terrero Tan-slipped: Terrero variety; Tumbo Group; and Tumbo
Tan-slipped: Tumbo variety.
Red Wash. Red – washed types are an uncommon, locally produced treatment
group in the Northeast Complex (n=360; 2.1%). Red-washed treatment groups were
produced in all of the vessel forms with bowls most-frequently identified in the pottery
a conservative approach Urban uses to maintain the statistical integrity of the finer type – varieties. For
my purposes, I give priority to the dominant surface treatment identified in the group and sort
accordingly.
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sample. The low counts of this treatment group may represent a broader pattern of
replacement of orange with red later in the Cacaulapa valley. Whereas in the
Postclassic Naco valley, orange-slipped vessels do not appear at all (Patricia Urban,
personal communication 2005). Urban has identified seven type-varieties of this
treatment group: Cerro de la Cruz Crude: Red-washed variety; Cerron Red-washed:
Cerron variety; Cubo Red-washed: Cubo variety; Retiro Red-washed Group; Retiro
Red-washed: Retiro variety; Sarnoso Micaceous Crude: Red-washed variety; and
Vulcan Red – washed: Vulcan variety.
White Wash. The white – washed type is an extremely rare, locally produced
treatment group in the Northeast Complex (n=17; <0.1%). The trace amounts of this
treatment group that were identified in the sample take the form of bowls. Only two
sherds were classified as jars and no other forms could be classified in the whitewashed treatment group category. Sarnoso Micaceous Crude: White- washed variety
is the single type of this treatment group in the Northeast Complex.
Red-on-natural. Red-on-natural types are an uncommon, locally produced
treatment group in the Northeast Complex (n=375; 1.9%). Jars are the dominant
vessel form and only trace amounts of bowls sherds were identified. No plates or
indeterminate forms could be attributed to this treatment group category. Red-onnatural types are the most common of the red – painted bichrome treatment groups.
Urban has identified five type – varieties of this treatment group: Crucitas Incised:
Curcitas variety; Fortuna Red-on-natural Incised: Fortuna variety; Lumbana Group;
Lumbana Red-on-natural: Lumbana variety; Mapache Group; Marcelina Group; and
Marcelina Red-on-natural: Marcelina variety.
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Red-on-orange. Red-on-orange types are extremely rare in the Northeast
Complex (n=7; <0.1%). To date, this treatment group is found exclusively in jar
forms although given the small sample this assertion is tentative at best. Despite the
paucity of this treatment group, Urban has identified four separate type-varieties
exhibiting this surface treatment: Barbarita Group; Manguito Bichrome: Resist
variety36; Primores Polychrome: Primores variety; and Sabillon Bichrome: Sabillon
variety.
Red-on-tan. Red-on-tan types are an extremely rare, locally produced treatment
group in the Northeast Complex (n=13; <0.1%). This bichrome treatment group was
produced in jar and bowl forms, although given the small sample size, the possibility
for other forms cannot be ignored. Despite the scarcity of this surface treatment, Urban
has identified three type – varieties of this treatment group: Laguna del Monte Red-ontan: Laguna del Monte variety; Mezcalar Red-on- tan: Mezcalar variety; and Rancho
Pedro Red-on- tan: Rancho Pedro variety.
Burnished. Burnished types are an uncommon, locally produced treatment
group in the Northeast Complex (n=306; 1.8%). These unpainted types exhibit a
range of surface treatment from poor to high burnish. Burnished treatment groups
were recovered as bowls and jars in nearly equal quantities; jars were slightly less
common. Urban has identified seven type – varieties exhibiting this surface treatment:
Anonales Group; Bijao Burnished: Bijao variety; Lucas Burnished Group; Lucas

36

This is an Early Classic piece from a fill context in the Ballcourt. There is no evidence for resist later
than A.D. 500 elsewhere in the valley (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2005).
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Burnished: Lucas variety; Minitas Dense Mica Group; Minitas Dense Mica: Minitas
variety; Minitas Dense Mica: Incised variety; and Pelillo Polished: Pelillo variety.
Smoothed. The smoothed types of pottery vessels are the most common
treatment group in the Northeast Complex (n=14950) and comprise 86.4% of the
locally manufactured types. Distinctive in their crude appearance, coarse paste, and
rough-hewn forms, these undecorated vessels serve as the primary utilitarian vessels
during the ninth and tenth centuries and are widely distributed in the Northeast
Complex and throughout El Coyote. All forms are represented, with jars and bowls
dominating the assemblage. Regionally identified types offer temporal connections as
well as an image of the broad geographic connections shared during this later time
period. Most notable among these comparative types are the Kan Group, from postcollapse Copan (Manahan 2003). Baudez and Becquelin (1976) report similar surface
treatment in the Period IV ceramics from Los Naranjos, while Healy (1984:149)
comments on the inferiority of these vessels to earlier types. Although less-common
in the Northeast Complex assemblage, a variety of Naco valley types are comparable,
in particular the Jicaro Unslipped: Jicaro variety; Jicaro Unslipped: Pasitas variety;
and Los Culucos Group (Urban 1993).
Urban has identified 26 type-varieties of this treatment group in the Northeast
Complex sample: Cacaulapa Group; Cacaulapa Undecorated: Cacaulapa variety;
Camalotal Group Camalotal Incised: Camalotal variety; Cerro de la Cruz Crude:
Cerro de la Cruz variety; Cerro de la Cruz Group; Concordia Group; Gabriel Fine
Mica: Gabriel variety; Gabriel Fine Mica: Plastic Decorated variety; Monte Redondo
Group; Monte Redondo Micaceous: Incised variety; Monte Redondo Micaceous:
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Monte Redondo variety; Pueblo Nuevo Group; Pueblo Nuevo Group: Incised variety;
Pueblo Nuevo Plain: Pueblo Nuevo variety; Rabona Brown Group; Rabona Brown:
Rabona variety; San Joaquin Group (Figure 132 and Figure 133 offer
uncharacteristically aesthetically pleasing examples of this category); San Joaquin
Simple Finish: San Joaquin variety; San Joaquin Simple Finish: Incised variety;
Sarnoso Group; Sarnoso Micaceous Crude: Incised variety; Sarnoso Micaceous
Crude: Sarnoso variety; Tanque Group; Vuelta del Arco Smoothed: Plastic Decorated
variety; and Vuelta del Arco Smoothed: Vuelta del Arco variety.

Figure 132. Complete San Joaquin Group Vessel, Structure 208.
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Figure 133. San Joaquin Group – Adorno, Structure 222.

Indeterminate. An extremely small proportion of the Northeast Complex
pottery sample could not be classed by surface treatment (n=114; 0.7%). Almost all of
the vessels are small bowls, although some jars were noted (Figure 134), and were
classified in the Cutoros Fine-paste Orange Group. This type is analogous to the
Culucos Group from the Naco Valley and is similar to the Sula fine-paste treatment
groups (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2004). The paste is exceptionally
soft and therefore the surface erodes easily leaving no surface attributes for
classification, thus their indeterminate designation. Overall, this is one of the finest
treatment groups produced in the lower Cacaulapa valley during the ninth and tenth
centuries.
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Figure 134. Restored Cuturos Fine-Paste Orange jar, from Structure 217 cache.
Summary of Local Pottery Treatment Groups
Analysis of the locally produced treatment groups collected from Northeast
Complex contexts reveals several distinctive characteristics. The dominant treatment
group, exhibiting a smoothed but otherwise undecorated surface, generally conforms
to regionally recognized ceramic styles. Bichromes and polychromes are produced
only in scant amounts and, most likely, earlier than the Postclassic. Coupled with the
smoothed exterior are generally course pastes, poorly sorted temper, and frequent
inclusions – a truly decadent production technique. Overall, the ninth- and tenthcentury Northeast Complex ceramic sample can be easily distinguished from earlier
ceramic complexes.
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Imported
The analyzed sample from the Northeast Complex pottery collection reveals
connections throughout Southeast Mesoamerica. Ties to the Naco valley, and the
intermediary site of Las Canoas in the Chamelecon defile, are well documented. More
distant points of manufacture include the Pacific Coast of the Maya area, the Ulúa
valley, the lower Motagua valley, and Central Honduras. These findings provide
excellent evidence supporting far-flung interaction and a solid chronological
designation of associated Northeast Complex remains to the Early Postclassic (Table
66). In the following section I will present ceramic evidence based upon point of
manufacture. For types originating at Las Canoas and elsewhere in the Naco valley I
employ the treatment group classification as an organizational tool. I have categorized
those specimens produced elsewhere by their better-known type - variety
nomenclature. I turn first to treatment groups imported from Las Canoas.
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Table 66. Surface Treatment Tabulated by Region of Origin and Form
Surface/Type

Jar Bowl Plate Indeterminate Total

CANOAS (n=1902)
Tan-slip
Red-on Natural
Burnished
Smoothed

2
25
213 33
819 656
74 24

3
-

6
38
9

27
252
1516
107

17 100
22
120 6

-

-

117
22
126

15

-

-

15

2
12 134
246 80

-

1
88

3
146
414

NACO (n=843)
Orange-slip
White-washed
Red-on Natural
Red & Black on
Orange
Molded
Smoothed
Indeterminate

-

PACIFIC COAST (n=314)
225
-

4
32

-

53
-

282
32

-

106
1

-

-

106
1

84

-

-

88

39

-

-

39

UNSPECIFIED IMPORT (n=199)
41
Red-slip
13 42
Orange-slip
5
Smoothed
28 65
Indeterminate

2

1
2

42
55
5
97

TOTAL

5

198

3492

Tohil Plumbate
Chilanga
ULUA (n=107)
Polychromes
Zarzalosa

CENTRAL HONDURAS (n=88)
Las Vegas Polychrome

4

LOWER MOTAGUA (n=39)
Capulin White

-

1794 1494

Las Canoas
The pottery sample selected for analysis, from the Northeast Complex
contained 1902 specimens imported from Las Canoas. Recent investigations during
the 2002 and 2004 seasons have identified intensive pottery production at that site. At
less than 20 kilometers distant, Las Canoas’ proximity was likely a determining factor
598

in the relative abundance of imports from this site (54% of all imports). Urban
identified 14 ceramic types in the Northeast Complex assemblage that can be firmly
tied to this secondary center just to the south of the Naco valley. As with the locally
produced pottery, types imported from Las Canoas were categorized by surface
treatment into treatment groups, including: tan-slip, red-on-natural, burnished, and
smoothed.
Tan Slip. In the Northeast Complex sample, imported tan-slipped treatment
groups are uncommon (n=27) making up 1.4% of all treatment groups originating
from Las Canoas. Unlike the locally produced analog to this treatment group, the Las
Canoas tan-slipped imports generally take the form of bowls. Nevertheless, given the
small sample size, other forms may be under represented. Urban has identified two
type-varieties exhibiting a tan-slip surface treatment: Campo Deportivo Tan Group
and Campo Deportivo Tan: Campo Deportivo variety.
Red-on-natural. A single bichrome treatment group was identified as
originating from Las Canoas. This Red-on-natural treatment group was rarely
encountered in the total sample (n=252) and comprises 13.3% of the Las Canoas
imports. Occurring most frequently as jars, bowls and indeterminate forms were also
noted. Urban has identified four type-varieties exhibiting a Red-on-natural surface
treatment: Cuchillo Incised: Cuchillo variety; Jocomico Group; Manuel Group; and
Manuel Red-on-natural: Manuel variety.
Burnished. The most commonly imported treatment group from Las Canoas
bore burnished surface treatments (n=1516). This unpainted treatment group makes
up 79.7% of the imports from that site. Jars and bowls are both well-represented
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forms with the former vessel type in slightly higher amounts. Plates and other
indeterminate forms were also noted. Urban has identified five type-varieties
exhibiting burnished surfaces: Canoas Group; Canoas Micaceous Orange-Brown:
Canoas variety; Pitones Orange Paste Group; Pitones Orange Paste: Incised variety;
and Pitones Orange Paste: Pitones variety.
Smoothed. Smoothed types are an uncommon imported type in the Northeast
Complex. This treatment group was locally produced, thus precluding the need to
import similar treatment groups from Las Canoas or elsewhere. Furthermore, the
smoothed treatment groups are indicative of Early Postclassic pottery production and,
rather than signaling a lack of need, may represent the abandonment of these pottery
producing sites. The Northeast Complex sample consists of a scant quantity of Las
Canoas smoothed treatment groups (n=105) or 5.5% of the imports from that site.
Typically identified as jars, bowls and indeterminate forms were also noted, although
in much smaller quantities. Urban has identified two type – varieties exhibiting
smoothed surfaces: Joya Group and Joya Micaceous Canoa Without Paint: Joya
variety.

Naco Valley
The pottery sample selected for analysis from the Northeast Complex
collection contained a moderate amount (n=843) of imports from the Naco Valley.
The imports from this region were easily identified because the type-variety taxonomy
of the lower Cacaulapa valley was derived from an extensive understanding of the
Naco valley ceramic complex (Urban 1993; Urban et al. 1995). In total, 23.8% of all
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imports were manufactured in the Naco valley, at sites other than Las Canoas. The
Naco valley imports were categorized based on their surface treatment. The following
imported treatment groups were identified in the Northeast Complex assemblage:
orange-slip, white-wash, Red –on-natural, Red and Black-on-orange, Molded,
Smoothed, and Indeterminate. Each treatment group the types comprising the
category are described below.
Orange Slip. Orange – slip types are a common (n=117) Naco valley import in
the Northeast Complex pottery sample. Although quite common as a locally produced
treatment group, this import makes up a mere 14% of the pottery originating in the
Naco valley and 3.3% of the imports overall. Again, this disparity between local and
imported orange-slipped treatment groups may be tied to temporal differences rather
than preference or trends of ceramic style. Of the Naco valley orange-slipped
treatment groups, bowls were the most common and trace amounts of jars were noted.
Urban has identified four type-varieties exhibiting orange-slipped surface: Agua Sucia
Group; Agua Sucia Orange- slipped: Agua Sucia variety; La Champa Group; and La
Champa Orange-slipped: La Champa variety.
White Wash. White – washed types are a quite rare (n=22) Naco valley import
in the Northeast Complex pottery sample. Both import and local treatment groups
were noted in roughly equal amounts. The Naco valley imports of this treatment
group were identified as jars and no other forms were noted. Miravalles PaintedIncised: White-washed variety is the single type-variety that Urban identified in this
treatment group.
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Red-on-Natural. Red-on-Natural types are a relatively common (n=126) Naco
valley import in the Northeast Complex. Slightly over 14% of the Naco valley
imports in the sample were of this treatment group. The locally produced variant of
this bichrome was found in higher amounts, although overall, bichromes-imported or
otherwise-were not frequently encountered. Those originating from the Naco valley
took the form of jars and only trace amounts were classified as bowls. Urban has
identified three type-varieties of this treatment group: Magdalena Group; Magdalena
Red-on-Natural: Unspecified variety; and Maroncho Red – painted Incised:
Unspecified variety.
Red-and-Black-on-Orange. The Red-and-Black-on-orange type or,
Chamelecon Polychromes: Chamelecon variety was extremely rare (n=15). This
Naco valley import entered the Northeast Complex exclusively in the form of bowls.
The distribution of this type was limited to a single structure in the Northeast
Complex, Structure 209.
Molded. Molded treatment groups, too, were exceptionally rare in the
Northeast Complex pottery sample. A mere three sherds were noted (two from bowls,
one indeterminate), all classified as Nicanor Molded: Nicanor variety.
Smoothed. Smoothed types were a common (n=146) Naco valley import
identified in the Northeast Complex pottery sample. Of the specimens originating in
the Naco valley 17.3% exhibited smoothed but otherwise untreated surfaces. As I have
pointed out above, this is the dominant locally-produced treatment group in the
Northeast Complex and the paucity of smoothed Naco valley treatment groups is
likely attributable to temporal factors. Urban has identified four type – varieties of
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this treatment group: Jicaro Unslipped: Jicaro variety, Jicaro Unslipped: Pasitas
variety, Los Culucos Fine-paste: Los Culucos variety, and Los Culucos Group.
Indeterminate. Indeterminate types were the most common (n=414) Naco
valley import identified in the Northeast Complex pottery sample. All are of the
Jicaro Group, although further designation was not possible due to erosion and
surface treatment group. The Jicaro Group is the Naco valley equivalent of the Pueblo
Nuevo Group – both exhibiting very pale, light tan, almost white pastes with very few
visible inclusions (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2004). The local
treatment group is classified as smoothed and, were these imports better – preserved,
so to would they.

Pacific Coast
Two types were imported from the pacific coast. The first, Chilanga Red –
painted resist: Unspecified variety was an uncommon (n=32) type identified in the
Northeast Complex pottery sample. The Chilanga sherds were in bowl form and, if
the sample is indicative of their broader pattern, they were not widely distributed. The
few examples of this import were found in the construction fill contexts of two
structures: Structure 220 and the Ballcourt.
The second import, Plumbate: Tohil variety, was far more common (n=314) in
the Northeast Complex pottery sample. Imported from the Soconusco region (Neff
2003; Neff and Bishop 1988), Tohil Plumbate was described in detail by Shepard
(1948) and is now considered a temporal marker of the Early Postclassic (Sharer
1984:80). Tohil Plumbate pottery was widely distributed across Southeastern
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Mesoamerica (Ball 1985: 236; Chase 1985:194; Smith and Gifford 1965; Brown
1985) and is considered a hallmark of interregional interaction during the Terminal
Classic and Early Postclassic.
In terms of regional comparison, Tohil Plumbate pottery has been identified in
the Lake Yojoa region (Baudez and Becquelin 1973), the Comayagua valley (Baudez
1976), the Motagua valley (Sharer 1985), the Copan valley (Manahan 2003), the
middle-Ulua valley (Urban 1993b), the Naco valley (Urban 1993a, n.d.), and much
further to the south in the Greater Nicoya region of Nicaragua (Lange 1984). It should
be noted that the quantity of Tohil Plumbate recovered from the neighboring valleys is
quite low. Urban (n.d.:71) notes “In the approximately 850,000 sherds analyzed in the
Naco valley there are 2 or 3 Plumbate sherds. The type is slightly more common in the
Santa Barbara region, but by no means is common there.” In addition to the 314
sherds identified in the Northeast Complex sample, five intact or restorable vessels
(Figure 135 and Figure 136) were collected during the 2002 season, along with an
adorno (Figure 137), apparently curated after the vessel had been discarded.
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Figure 135. Restored Tohil Plumbate vessel from Structure 242 excavations.
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Figure 136. Partially restored Tohil Plumbate vessel from Structure 242 excacations.

Figure 137. Isolated Tohil Plumbate adorno from Structure 217 excavations.
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Ulúa Valley
Imported types from the Ulúa valley were uncommon (n=107) in the Northeast
Complex pottery sample. Ulúa Polychromes are generally considered a hallmark of
the Classic Period in the non-Maya regions of northwestern Honduras (Healy 1984)
and their low volume in the Northeast Complex is therefore not surprising. All Ulúa
imports were bowls and, despite their low numbers, have a modest distribution at
residential and non-residential structures in the Northeast Complex. A concentration
of Ulúa imports in association with the Ballcourt (n=57) is worthy of note. Urban has
identified four types originating from the middle and lower Ulúa valley (Urban 1995):
Ulúa Polychrome, Ulúa Polychrome Ia, Ulúa Polychrome Ib, Ulúa Polychrome Ie,
and Zarzalosa Red-slipped: Zarzalosa variety37.

Central Honduras
Imports from Central Honduras, specifically Las Vegas Polychromes, were
relatively rare in the Northeast Complex sample. Baudez and Becquelin (1973:313)
first define this type at the site of Lo de Vaca and later at Los Naranjos. It has since
been noted in relatively small quantities throughout Early Postclassic Honduras (Healy
1984:143; Manahan 2003:152-155; Urban 1993a, 1993b). A mere 84 sherds were
identified in analysis, almost exclusively derived from bowls. The Las Vegas
Polychromes from the Northeast Complex were heavily worn but exhibit the
characteristic bright orange paste with red-and-black on white surface treatment.
37

These types are more closely associated with the middle Ulúa drainage (Gualoquito, Sta. Barbara).
Provenance for the Ulúa Polychromes is somewhat problematic and they may originate from the Sula
Plain or Central Honduras (Patricia Urban, personal communication 2005).
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Although recovered in scant amounts at El Coyote, and never in complete or
restorable vessels, Urban (1995:71) notes that this miniscule amount is still greater
than samples she has analyzed in the Naco valley or Santa Barbara assemblages.

Lower Motagua Valley
Imports from the lower Motagua valley are extremely rare (n=39) in the
Northeast Complex pottery sample. Urban has identified Capulin White pottery, the
Quirigua equivalent of a slipped Surlo from Copan (Patricia Urban, personal
communication 2004), as the single import from the lower Motagua valley. Capulin
White is a Late Classic to Terminal Classic pottery and, given the late chronological
designation of the Northeast Complex, the scarcity of this type generally supports a
Postclassic occupation. This white slipped and well-burnished type was found
exclusively in bowl form. Given the low quantity it is not surprising that the
distribution of this import was extremely limited. All but two sherds were recovered
from excavations of Structure 220; remaining sherds were associated with Structure
161.

Imports of Unspecified or Unknown Origin
The regional and interregional ties are better understood with on-going
analysis. Therefore, as new types are identified, each requires in depth consideration
on the part of the ceramicist. To date, the pottery sample from the Northeast Complex
contains a slight amount (n=199) of treatment groups from unknown or unspecified
areas. Also included in this category are types where it is not clear from which of
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several locales they originate. Future research will certainly alter the summary
findings presented below. Five treatment groups have been identified as imports from
an indeterminate region: Red-slipped, Orange-slipped, Smoothed, and Indeterminate.
Red Slip. Red-slipped types are an extremely rare (n=42) imported treatment
group in the Northeast Complex sample. This treatment group is almost exclusively
identified in bowl forms. Urban has identified two type –varieties of this imported red
– slipped treatment group: La Zorra Incised: La Zorra variety (likely a Naco Valley
imitation of a Sula fine-paste), and Plan de Portillo Post-fire Incised: Plan de Portillo
variety.
Orange Slip. Orange-slipped types are a rare (n=55) imported treatment group
in the Northeast Complex pottery sample. This treatment group was identified in bowl
forms and in lesser amounts in jar forms. Urban has identified three type-varieties of
treatment groups exhibiting orange – slip: Coyolon Carved Brown-orange: Coyolon
variety (essentially a Copan carved variety, although it may originate in either the La
Entrada region of Copan proper); Petoa glossy slip: Petoa variety; and Tipon Orange
Group (most likely from the lower Motagua valley).
Smoothed. Smoothed types are an exceptionally rare (n=5) imported treatment
group in the Northeast Complex pottery sample. All examples of this treatment group
are in bowl forms. Cebadillita Unslipped: Cebedillita variety is the single type –
variety of this treatment group.
Indeterminate. Of the imported types from unspecified locales, the
indeterminate treatment groups are the most common (n=97). Whether because of
heavy erosion, small size, or other confounding characteristics, these sherds could not
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be sorted by surface treatment. This is undoubtedly a contributing factor to the
ambiguity of their origin. These indeterminate imports were noted in all forms, but
bowls were most frequently identified. No type – varieties were noted for this
category.

Summary of Imported Pottery
Analysis of the imported treatment groups from the Northeast Complex pottery
sample reveals several general trends. First, proximity to the locale of manufacture
appears to be a guiding force behind the relative quantities of imports. Las Canoas,
specifically, and undoubtedly other centers in the Naco valley contribute the vast
majority (77.5%) of the imported ceramics in the sampled assemblage. Second, the
occupation of the Northeast Complex in the ninth and tenth century accounts for the
relative proportion of the remaining imports. The generally low quantities from the
Ulúa valley and lower Motagua valley are attributable to a decline of ceramic
production in these regions following the Late Classic period. Imports from the
Soconusco region and central Honduras are well represented, as is evidence for pottery
production during this late phase. Finally, geographic proximity and temporal
synchronicity cannot account for all aspects of the imported treatment groups. The
quantities of Tohil Plumbate pottery and Las Vegas Polychrome pottery are
significantly higher than in neighboring regions, indicating that overarching political,
economic, or social factors were in play at El Coyote. This is apparent when the lack
of Fine Orange pottery is observed. Noted as a Terminal Classic Period marker at
sites in Southeastern Mesoamerica (Adams 1971; Joyce 1986; Smith and Gifford
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1966), the distribution of this type would have been contemporary with the Northeast
Complex. Whether by choice or exclusion from the interaction networks where these
treatment groups were exchanged, the ninth- and tenth-century community at El
Coyote lacked this imported pottery type.
Distribution of Local and Imported Pottery
The pottery sample from the Northeast Complex consists of 17365 locally
produced sherds and four complete or nearly complete vessels. This sample represents
slightly more than one-fifth (21.7%) of all pottery collected during two seasons of
excavation. The sample selected for analysis was drawn from 20 structures. Overall,
25 structures were excavated during the 2000 and 2002 field seasons. Priority was
given to certain structures based on their perceived function and, in the case of
Structure 24238, the time of their excavation relative to the end of the field season.
Table 67 presents summary data on the distribution of local pottery treatment groups
by structure. Only sampled structures are listed.

38

The Lehigh University Field School excavated structure 242 late in the 2002 season. The laboratory
staff was able to process the artifact collected by the end of the season but insufficient time remained to
draw a proper sample from this structure.
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Table 67. Local Pottery – Distribution of Pottery Treatment Groups by Structure

943 116 164 360 17 375 7

Total

Red-on-Orange
0
0
1
0
0
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
4

Indeterminate

Red-on-Natural

8 0 26
1 0 2
0 0 1
23 0 29
0 0 0
36 0 10
35 0 23
0 0 3
0 0 0
83 1 1
6 0 37
12 0 21
48 16 62
6 0 28
4 0 8
3 0 0
0 0 40
0 0 0
0 0 0
95 0 83

Smoothed

Red Wash

14
12
0
2
0
1
60
11
2
0
3
0
35
1
12
0
0
0
0
11

Burnished

Tan Slip

7
0
0
0
8
7
11
2
4
0
1
10
29
17
12
0
0
5
0
3

Red-on-Tan

Red Slip

60
4
1
25
5
9
275
14
0
7
51
52
342
77
8
0
0
0
0
13

White Wash

Orange Slip

Structure
155
156
161
165
173
208
209
210
211
Wall
212
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
242
Ballcourt
Total

0 11
0 9
0 8
0 1
0 0
0 5
0 12
0 0
0 0
6 0
0 0
0 4
0 95
1 23
6 3
0 0
0 12
0 0
0 0
0 123

1344 1 1471
875 0 903
159 1 171
472 0 552
25
0
38
468 20 556
1227 1 1646
269 0 299
102 0 108
136 0 234
992 55 1145
1533 28 1660
2898 5 3530
1133 1 1287
1101 1 1155
99
0 102
149 0 201
151 0 156
2
0
2
1815 1 2148
13 306 14950 114 17365

The pottery sample from the Northeast Complex consists of 3492 imported
sherds and five complete or nearly complete vessels. This is 4.4% of all pottery
collected by project members. Although these treatment groups make up a small
portion of the assemblage they highlight interregional ties and lines of discontinuity
within the El Coyote community. Table 68 presents summary counts of imported
pottery tabulated by region and structure.
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Table 68. Imported Pottery – Region of Origin Distributed by Structure
Structure Canoas
155
156
161
165
173
208
209
210
211
Wall
212
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
242
Ballcourt
Total

82
62
20
29
2
83
282
19
5
13
116
161
475
40
361
15
9
2
0
126
1902

Naco
Valley
0
2
0
1
0
41
136
24
0
0
91
184
94
65
78
0
1
0
0
126
843

Pacific
Coast
14
8
9
5
0
9
16
20
3
0
5
17
85
11
101
0
1
0
1
9
314

Ulúa
Valley
0
2
5
0
0
21
0
0
0
9
0
0
9
0
4
0
0
0
0
57
107

Central
Honduras
0
0
0
0
0
11
30
0
0
0
15
3
27
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
88

Lower
Motagua
0
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
37
0
0
0
0
0
39

Unspecified Total
23
13
0
0
2
0
29
1
0
1
1
58
28
6
17
0
0
0
2
19
199

119
87
36
35
4
165
493
64
8
23
228
423
718
124
598
15
11
2
3
337
3492

Imported and locally manufactured pottery forms were identified in relatively
proportional frequencies in the Northeast Complex sample. The distribution of these
forms are summarized in Table 69. As these data indicate, jars and bowls each make
up roughly half of the analyzed sample regardless of their point of manufacture.
Plates were rarely encountered and indeterminate forms make up a minor proportion
of the sample.
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Table 69. All Pottery – Distribution of Pottery Forms by Structure
Local
Structure
155
156
161
165
173
208
209
210
211
Wall
212
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
242
Ballcourt
Total

Jar Bowl Plate Indet.
642
444
96
362
16
234
593
127
65
54
663
848
1776
628
645
80
134
147
2
1609
9165

811
436
68
158
22
317
863
166
42
156
442
247
1592
642
493
22
61
9
0
522
7413

1
1
0
2
0
0
40
1
0
13
23
0
25
27
0
0
0
0
0
13
146

17
22
7
30
0
5
150
5
1
11
18
196
135
17
17
0
6
0
0
4
641

Import
SubTotal
1471
903
171
552
38
556
1646
299
108
234
1145
1635
3528
1314
1155
102
201
156
2
2148
17365

Jar Bowl Plate Indet.
68
45
27
28
2
75
211
19
7
2
157
229
374
47
397
15
8
2
1
82
1795

52
42
9
7
0
90
281
25
1
20
69
186
279
70
143
0
3
0
2
215
1494

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
4
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
5

0
0
0
0
2
0
1
20
0
1
0
8
61
7
58
0
0
0
0
40
198

Sub- Total
Total
119 1590
87 990
36 207
35 587
4
42
165 721
493 2139
64 363
8 116
23 257
228 1373
423 2058
718 4246
124 1438
598 1753
15 117
11 212
2 158
3
5
337 2485
3492 20857

The combined totals of imported and locally manufactured forms provide yet another
vantage point from which to view the distribution of pottery in the Northeast
Complex. The evidence presented in Table 70 is tabulated by count and relative
frequency of import and local pottery indexed by structure, in conjunction with the
density of these counts over the excavated area.
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155
156
161
165
173
208
209
210
211
Wall
212
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
242
Ballcourt
Sub-Total
163
173
282B
235
290
Total

1471
903
171
552
38
556
1646
299
108
234
1145
1635
3528
1314
1155
102
201
156
2
2148
17364
0
0
0
0
0
17364

48.0
35.5
23.8
40.6
4.3
13.7
16.0
18.5
11.4
20.2
26.1
12.6
39.1
40.1
19.8
12.5
26.8
5.6
0.0
22.5
21.5
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
20.5

119
87
36
35
4
165
493
64
8
23
228
423
718
124
598
15
11
2
3
337
3493
0
0
0
0
0
3493

3.9
3.4
5.0
2.6
0.4
4.1
4.8
4.0
0.8
2.0
5.2
3.3
8.0
3.8
10.3
1.8
1.5
0.1
0.1
3.5
4.3
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
1590
990
207
587
42
721
2139
363
116
257
1373
2058
4246
1438
1753
117
212
158
5
2485
20857
0
0
0
0
0
20857

51.9
39.0
28.8
43.2
4.7
17.8
20.7
22.4
12.2
22.2
31.3
15.9
47.1
43.9
30.0
14.3
28.2
5.7
0.1
26.1
25.8
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
24.7

Structure Local % Import % Total Analyzed %
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Total Sherds
Excavated
3062
2541
718
1360
892
4056
10311
1620
949
1156
4386
12981
9017
3273
5834
816
751
2790
4722
9531
80766
802
342
581
1416
660
84567
66
85
26
31
41.5
61
100
67.5
76.5
48
126
139
102.5
113.5
467
41
34
22
91
211.5
1950
17
13
23
66
21
2090

22.3
10.6
6.6
17.8
0.9
9.1
16.5
4.4
1.4
4.9
9.1
11.8
34.4
11.6
2.5
2.5
5.9
7.1
0.0
10.2
8.9
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
8.3

1.8
1.0
1.4
1.1
0.1
2.7
4.9
0.9
0.1
0.5
1.8
3.0
7.0
1.1
1.3
0.4
0.3
0.1
0.0
1.6
1.8
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
1.7
24.1
11.6
8.0
18.9
1.0
11.8
21.4
5.4
1.5
5.4
10.9
14.8
41.4
12.7
3.8
2.9
6.2
7.2
0.1
11.7
10.7
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
10.0

Excavated Area m2 Local Import Total Analyzed

Total Sherds
Excavated
46.4
29.9
27.6
43.9
21.5
66.5
103.1
24.0
12.4
24.1
34.8
93.4
88.0
28.8
12.5
19.9
22.1
126.8
51.9
45.1
41.4
47.2
26.3
25.3
21.5
31.4
40.5

Table 70. Summary of Classified Sherds and Total Sherds Excavated Tabulated by Relative Quantity, Density and Structure

Pottery Analysis Summary
The Northeast Complex pottery analysis consists of 20,857 sherds and nine
complete, or nearly complete, vessels. This sample constitutes roughly one-fifth of
the total pottery assemblage (n=84,567 sherds) collected during the 2000 and 2002
field seasons. While the broader cultural inferences regarding the spatial patterning of
this artifact class are dealt with in Chapter 5, commentary on several trends is
warranted. First, the ceramic assemblage of the Northeast Complex firmly ties the
initial construction, occupation, and abandonment of the center to the ninth and tenth
centuries. The trace amounts of Late Classic imports, coupled with the more
representative Early Postclassic regional and locally produced treatment groups are
indicative of a late chronological designation. Second, the regional and interregional
ties expressed by the presence of imported pottery types suggest that individuals in the
community participated in far-flung exchange networks. Third, consideration of the
complete El Coyote ceramic assemblage reveals a pattern of continuity, rather than
disjunction. Major components of the Northeast Complex pottery sample originate in
the Late Classic and exhibit the continued evolutionary trajectory of stylistic
conventions (Urban n.d.). The continuation of ceramic types demonstrates that the
occupants of the Northeast Complex were from El Coyote and that the ninth- and
tenth-century ceremonial and residential center may have been constructed as the
focus on the Main Plaza was waning.
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Non-Pottery Ceramics

The non-pottery ceramic collection from the Northeast Complex is composed
of fired-clay artifacts in forms other than bowls, jars, and plates. The assemblage
consists of worked sherds, ocarinas, figurines, incensarios, and candeleros. Although
the material from which all of these objects were made is the same, the decision to
combine these artifacts together in a single chapter is somewhat arbitrary and based
upon ease of organization rather than an emic classification. Indeed, there is no true
analytical connection between these types, and their methods of manufacture, roles in
specific activities, and meanings rarely intersect.
Project members collected these artifacts during the 2000 and 2002 field
seasons. Many project members contributed their talents to the cataloging of these
varied objects. During the 2000 field season, Patricia Urban, Marne Ausec, and
Mandy Miller catalogued 960 items of which 60 were from excavations in and around
the Northeast Complex Ballcourt. During the 2001 field season, analysis was
undertaken by Patricia Urban, Edward Schortman, Lauren Schwartz, and Marcella
Esqueda. During the 2002 field season, Patricia Urban, Edward Schortman, Christian
Wells, Lauren Schwartz, and I catalogued the remaining non-pottery ceramic artifacts
from Northeast Complex contexts. The complete assemblage is made up of 299
complete and fragmentary artifacts (Table 72)
This section is organized into three parts. The first part outlines the
methodology and terminology used in the analysis. The second part presents summary
findings of the assemblage as a whole. A brief discussion of each artifact class is
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included in this section. The third and concluding part relates the non-pottery ceramic
assemblage to broader patterns inferred in the Northeast Complex material
assemblage.

Methodology
All of the non-pottery ceramics were catalogued using the Proyecto Valle de
Cacaulapa protocols particular to each artifact class. These methods are a continuation
of those established by the Proyecto Valle de Naco and have undergone little
modification to address the specific concerns of the Northeast Complex assemblage.
The initial artifact sort occurs in the lab after the artifacts have been washed. Nonpottery ceramics are then classified based upon their morphological characteristics.
The degree to which each artifact is described is dependent upon its state of
completion, preservation, and type-specific attributes. For some artifact classes
(incensarios and figurines, in particular), the paste group was identified for a sample of
the assemblage. The codes for each paste group are presented in Table 71. Although
not presented for all types in this appendix, the metric attributes for each artifact were
also recorded.
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Table 71. Summary of Codes and Descriptions for Non-pottery Ceramic Paste Groups
No mica

Mica

G

Fine

F

Fine

H

A

Mod. Fine

B Moderately Coarse

J

C

Medium

D Very Coarse

N

O

Coarse

E

K

Moderately fine with a
little mica

Very Coarse but less
mica

General
Extremely fine, some mica
inclusions
Moderately fine with heavy mica
inclusions
Moderately coarse with some mica
inclusions

I

Moderately coarse, no inclusions

M

Coarse with mica inclusions

Worked sherds are fragments of typically thick-walled vessels and incensarios
bearing evidence for abrasion, battering, or smoothing along its margin. This class
includes sherds that have been intentionally modified or altered through repetitive use.
This category includes worked sherds, used sherds, and sherd disks.
Ocarinas are single or multi-chambered wind instruments. Complete ocarinas
include a mouthpiece and up to five fingering holes (which, when covered in various
combination will change the instruments’ pitch). This artifact class also includes
whistles, or one-note ocarinas.
Figurines are free-standing objects typically representing anthropomorphic or
zoomorphic entities. These objects are distinguished from similar representations
applied to ceramic vessels (e.g. adornos). Nevertheless, figurines encompass a wide
range of forms and themes. Attributes – related to form, method of manufacture, state
of preservation, and size – were recorded for each complete and fragmentary object.
Due to the fragmentary nature of the individual figurines, summary (as opposed to
detailed) information is presented below.
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Incensarios are thick-walled vessels designed to contain burning resin on
charcoal and disperse the ensuing smoke. Three forms are commonly encountered:
complex censers, modeled censers, and ladle censers. Each incensario fragment is
classified to the greatest detail possible, i.e., a fragment from the basal support of a
complex censer would be identified as such. Attributes related to form, method of
manufacture, state of preservation, and degree of use were recorded along with
maximal metric information.
The candeleros from the Northeast Complex are crudely made sub-rectangular
objects with one or more deep wells. Attributes related to form, method of
manufacture, decoration, state of preservation, and measurements were recorded for
each complete or fragmentary object.
It should be noted that a great deal more information was recorded for each
artifact than is presented below. While the stated goal of this appendix is to provide a
detailed depiction of the ninth- and tenth-century material culture of the Northeast
Complex, time considerations provide a palpable limit to the space allotted each
artifact class. Therefore, information impacting the identification of power strategies
is exclusively included at the cost of providing a rich and insightful presentation of the
minutiae of each artifact class.
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Non-Pottery Assemblage
Table 72. Distribution of Non-pottery Ceramics by Structure, Northeast Complex
Structure Worked Sherd Ocarina Figurine Incensario Candelero Total
0
0
0
8
1
155
9
0
0
1
9
0
156
10
1
0
1
0
0
165
2
0
0
0
0
0
173
0
0
0
1
0
0
174
1
0
0
3
7
0
208
10
4
1
5
15
1
209
26
0
1
0
1
0
210
2
0
0
0
0
0
211
0
0
0
0
0
0
Wall
0
4
0
0
22
0
212/282B
26
8
1
4
21
1
213
35
6
0
6
67
0
217
79
0
0
1
9
0
218
10
1
0
0
2
0
220
3
2
0
0
1
0
221
3
1
0
0
2
1
222
4
0
0
0
0
0
282
0
0
0
1
0
0
235
1
0
0
0
14
3
242
17
1
0
0
0
0
290
1
7
1
0
52
0
Ballcourt
60
Total
35
4
23
230
7
299

Worked Sherds
Worked sherds are associated with generalized activity areas. These artifacts
were not restricted to a single context in the Northeast Complex, but were noted in
both public and private settings (Table 72). The presence of worked sherds in the
structures considered residential (or at least the loci of domestic activity) suggests that
these tools were linked to economic activity on the household level. Worked sherds
were also noted in extremely private, non-domestic settings, such as the interior of the
ritual building, Structure 217, and the north room or sweat bath of the ballcourt
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(Structure 224). These conflicting data suggest that, although closely related to activity
areas, worked sherds cannot be tied to a specific economic activity.

Ocarinas
The ocarina collection derived from the Northeast Complex contexts is
extremely small (Table 72). The three fragments were, unfortunately, not catalogued
but noted, on a list of items during the last few days of the 2002 season. The fourth
ocarina (Figure 141, E) is complete. The two-chamber instrument is well-preserved.
The low frequency of occurrence diverges drastically from contexts beyond the
Northeast Complex. Far more (n=95) ocarinas or ocarina fragments were catalogued
during the 2000 field season (Urban et al. 2000:64). These artifacts were recovered
from the Southwest Residential Zone, an area founded during the Late Classic but
with an Early Postclassic overlay. Conversely, Wells (2003:454-465) reports three
ocarinas from his excavations in the largely Late and Terminal Classic contexts of the
Main Plaza. Ocarinas may, in fact, relate more closely to a Late Classic non-elite
sensibility thus accounting for the discrepancies among these three contexts. If the
scarcity of these instruments in the archaeological assemblage is a reflection of their
frequency during the ninth and tenth century, they were indeed a rare item.

Figurines
Figurines were infrequently encountered in the Northeast Complex
excavations. The collection consists of 23 mostly fragmentary figurines. Of these,
five were noted at the close of the 2002 season, but not catalogued. The figurines
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were most frequently associated with domestic areas. A high concentration of
figurines within Structure 217 (n=6) is the exception to this rule. Summary data for
the 18 figurines that were catalogued is presented in Table 73. These data indicate
that a wide variety of paste groups was used in the manufacture of figurines. Paste
Group C, a medium paste without micaceous inclusions, occurs with the greatest
frequency (28%, n=5). Overall, the individual specimens are fragmentary and quite
small (Table 74). Further, most of the pieces are eroded, hindering determination of
the figurine’s representation (Figure 141, F and G).
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Table 73. Summary of Figurine Measurements and Characteristics
Op Sub-op Lot Complete Paste Length Width Length Hollow
29
AQ
2
No
C
3.0
4.0
1.9
No
31
H
2
No
M
5.4
3.2
2.8
No
39
D
21
No
B
4.8
2.1
2.4
No
39
E
7
No
C
3.9
3.1
2.5
Yes
39
F
8
No
B
3.5
2.9
1.1
Yes
40
B
33
No
C
1.9
3.4
1.1
Yes
40
C
13
Yes
F
14.7
7.8
5.4
No
40
D
17
No
C
2.3
1.7
1.2
No
40
D
23
No
J
2.5
2.4
1.2
Yes
40
D
50
No
N
2.1
2.9
1.5
Yes
40
H
2
No
D
3.5
2.6
0.8
Yes
40
I
5
No
N
3.9
2.0
3.1
No
40
J
23
No
A
3.2
2.4
0.9
Yes
40
K
2
No
K
4.6
2.5
1.2
Yes
41
B
13
No
F
4.3
3.5
1.5
No
41
H
20
No
A
2.8
1.4
1.4
No
41
J
2
No
C
3.9
2.3
1.3
Yes
41
L
3
No
K
2.8
2.3
0.7
No

Table 74. Average measurements for Fragmentary Figurines, (n=17)

Average
Standard Deviation

Length Width
3.4
2.6
1.0
0.7

Thickness
1.6
0.7

The single complete figurine is, however, worthy of note (Figure 138). This
object was cached below the floor of Structure 217 as a form of foundation ritual. The
excellent preservation of the figurine is due to two factors. First, the figurine is solid,
unlike most Early Postclassic types, and bears evidence of a light beige (7.5 YR 7/8)
slip. Second, it is unlikely the figurine was frequently handled or displayed. Striking
morphological similarities to Late Preclassic figurine types reveals it to be much older
than the structure in which it was found. Treatment of the hands, feet, and
ornamentation (but not the figure’s posture) coincide with hand-molded figurines from
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Playa de los Muertos (Healy 1984:126-127). The figurine was likely manufactured
during the Preclassic and interred within a monumental structure in the Main Plaza.
Excavations of Structure 128 revealed a later intrusion along the building’s axis
suggesting that the Early Postclassic inhabitants of El Coyote may have been
purposely seeking heirlooms cached during earlier eras. Once recovered, the figurine
quickly reentered the archaeological record as a cache within Structure 217.

Figure 138. Figurine, cached within the floor of Structure 217, Northeast Complex.
Incensarios
Incensarios are the most common non-pottery ceramic artifact class
encountered in the Northeast Complex Excavations (Table 72). In addition to
indeterminate types, three forms were noted: complex censers, ladle censers, and
modeled censers.
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Table 75 tabulates the distribution of incesario types by structure. These data reveal
that incensarios were widely, but not evenly, distributed in the ninth- and tenthcentury community. This pattern is particularly skewed by two contexts. First, a
concentration of fragmentary modeled incensarios, apparently deposited as part of a
termination ritual, was encountered in Structure 224, the western edifice of the
Northeast Complex ballcourt. The second context, Structure 217, yielded generally
equal frequencies of censer types. Together, the ballcourt and ritual structure account
for half of the incensario collection.
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Table 75. Distribution of Incesario Types by Structure
Structure Complex
3
155
3
156
0
165
0
173
0
174
2
208
11
209
0
210
0
211
0
Wall
9
212/282B
9
213
21
217
6
218
1
220
0
221
0
222
0
282
0
235
4
242
0
290
1
Ballcourt
Total
70

Ladle
4
4
0
0
0
3
3
1
0
0
7
6
18
1
0
1
1
0
0
5
0
0
54

Modeled Indeterminate
1
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
3
3
6
0
23
5
2
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
5
0
0
0
51
0
98
8

Total
8
9
0
0
0
7
15
1
0
0
22
21
67
9
2
1
2
0
0
14
0
52
230

Several aspects of the incensario collection are worthy of note. First,
incensarios are associated with ritual contexts and concentrated in spaces functioning
exclusively as fulltime ritual areas. Trace amounts of incensarios in household
structures reinforce this trend; here, ritual activities vied for time and space along with
domestic, social, and political endeavors. Note the exceptionally low frequency of
incensarios in association with Structure 220, a space clearly related to public
community-wide interaction. Domestic ritual likely occupied a peripheral position
within the spectrum of activities carried out atop this range-structure.
Second, ladle censers tend to have a tube handles (Figure 141, H) as opposed
to strap handles. There is a chronological component to this attribute. Strap handles,
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favored during the Late Classic, make up a minor proportion of the ladle censer handle
category (22%, n=6) in the Northeast Complex collection. Although rarely as formal
as the example depicted in Figure 141, the surface of the tube handles was frequently
red-slipped and burnished.
Third, a common modeled censer attribute is the application of decorative,
ceiba-like spikes to the exterior of modeled incensarios. A nearly complete example
from Structure 222 is depicted in Figure 139. Whether there is a chronological
component to the frequency of this motif, is not clear at this time.
Finally, while the manufacture of each incensario type requires roughly the
same skill set, paste groups were not utilized indiscriminately. Evidence presented in
Table 76 reveals that paste groups C, D, and E were frequently used for complex
censers while modeled incensarios were more commonly manufactured of paste
groups K, M, and N. This distribution is seemingly the result of the ballcourt deposit,
accounting for nearly all of the modeled censers and over half of the instances of these
paste groups. It is striking that these paste groups did not extend beyond the
incensarios used and discarded within the context of the ballcourt sweat bath.
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Table 76. Paste Groups, Artifact Types by Structure
Structure A
165
174
1
208
1
209
212/282B 213
217
218
220
Ballcourt -

B
1
1
-

C
1
1
1
1
1
7
3
-

D
5
1
-

E
1
1
1

F
1
1
-

J
1
1
-

K
1
1
1
8

M
1
12

N
1
1
14

O Total
1
1
4
4
1
4
2 17
5
2
1 36

Total

2
0
0
2

15
8
2
5

6
4
1
1

3
3
0
0

2
0
0
2

2
0
1
1

11
0
9
2

13
0
12
1

16
0
14
2

3
2
1
0

Complex
Modeled
Figurine

2
0
0
2

75
17
40
18

Figure 139. Modeled censer with spikes from Structure 222, Northeast Complex.

Candeleros
Candeleros were not commonly encountered in the Northeast Complex
excavations. The entire collection consists of seven complete, or nearly complete,
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artifacts. All are of a single-chamber variety (Figure 140, A – D) and, aside from
height, are morphologically uniform. Those recovered from ninth- and tenth-century
contexts in the Northeast Complex do vary significantly from their antecedent forms,
however. In addition to increased standardization, later candeleros lack the multiple
chambers and side vents of Late Classic forms. Although candeleros are quite rare,
three were recovered from Structure 242, in the southwest corner of the complex.
This structure held a rich Early Postclassic deposit on its south side, which may
account for this unusual concentration of candeleros.

Figure 140. Composite of Late Classic (upper) and Early Postclassic (lower)
candeleros, El Coyote.
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Conclusions
Organized by the material of their manufacture, fired-clay, these objects
represent diverse economic, ritual, and social aspects of life particular to the ninth and
tenth centuries. In fact, the non-pottery assemblage offers valuable insight to the
understanding of the organization of the Northeast Complex. These evidential lines
reveal the functional differentiation between structures as well as potential socioeconomic inequalities across the Northeast Complex.
The non-pottery ceramic assemblage supports the functional differences
revealed by other data sets. Structure 217, inferred to be a ritual space by its
artifactual assemblage and architectural layout, boasts a high concentration of
figurines and incensarios. Similarly, Structure 220 is revealed as a public space where
different political activities were focused. These two structures may be distinguished
from other contexts were multiple activities and events intersect in the same space.
Household groups, for example, serve as a microcosm of Early Postclassic practices.
Domestic – economic activities, as represented by worked sherds, are found in close
association with ritual paraphernalia. These data suggest that nearly all aspects of life
were organized on the household level but households were connected on a
community-wide scale by events in both private (Structure 217) and public (Structure
220) spaces.
Groups living within these households did not engage in the same activities,
strategies, or practices, however. The non-pottery ceramic assemblage reveals that
certain architectural groups lacked ritual and economic necessities found in abundance
at other groups. One group in particular accentuates this point. The Operation 31
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architectural group (Structures 173 and 174) is deficient in many of the economic and
ritual artifact categories. While other artifact classes reveal that the group living in
these structures had access to some of the local and imported goods (i.e. groundstone,
chert, and obsidian), fundamental artifacts related to domestic ritual and economic
production were largely absent. While the lack of evidence is a tenuous position from
which to argue for the abstention from ritual activity as a strategy of power, it does
identify clear lines of disjunction across the Northeast Complex.
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Figure 141. Non-pottery ceramics from the Northeast Complex: candeleros (AD), ocarina (E), figurine fragments (F, G), and tube handle from a ladle censer.
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Chipped Stone

The chipped stone artifacts described in this section were collected during the
2002 field season by members of the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa. The sample
consists of 22,229 individual chipped stone specimens. Chert debitage and informal
tools (n=13,029) were counted and weighed. Bifacially worked tools reduced from
chert and obsidian source materials (n=137) were processed separately. The
remainder of the sample consists of obsidian and perlite collected from the Northeast
Complex (n=8,618) and Operation 47 of the South Plaza (n=445).
This section is organized into several parts. The first part presents the general
framework and methodology of the analysis. Included in the methodology part are a
description for each artifact class and an explanation for each attribute documented in
the analysis. The second part presents summary information of the entire collection.
The final part deals with patterns of chipped stone production and use in the Northeast
Complex during the ninth and tenth centuries. Supporting documentation, including
tables, figures, and artifact drawings, are included in the relevant sections.

Methodology
All artifacts in this assemblage were classified using a Behavioral or
Technological Typology (e.g. Aoyama 1996; Clark 1988; Clark and Bryant 1997; and
Sheets 1975). This scheme allows for the classification of artifacts by the method of
their manufacture. In broad strokes, artifact classes are organized by industries and
techniques (Sheets n.d.). Industry refers to major components of local artifact
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manufacture. Most typologies in Southeast Mesoamerica recognize two industries.
The first is a specialized blade – core industry, depicted in Figure 142. The second is
a generalized flake – core industry, depicted in Figure 143. Technique refers to minor
components identified within industries. For the Cacaulapa valley, bifacial reduction
is the single technique. The bifacial reduction technique was identified as a
component of both the blade - core and flake - core industries. The presence of
bifacial techniques within both industries highlights the etic nature of this typology:
units clearly recognized by lithic analysts may not exist for the ancient craft-specialist.
Several attributes were recorded for each chipped stone artifact. These
attributes include: context, material, segment, class, presence or absence of cortex,
platform treatment, presence or absence of retouch, degree of use-wear or edgedamage, and measurements. These attributes are discussed in detail below. Codes for
each attribute are presented in Table 77.
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Figure 142. Linear reduction model of blade – core industry.
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Figure 143. Linear reduction model of flake – core industry.

Context. The context or provenance for each artifact was noted using the
Operation – Sub-operation – Lot system of the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa. The
Operation refers to the site (or site area in the case of El Coyote) from which the
artifact was excavated. The Sub-operation refers to the specific excavation context,
typically from an axial trench, probe, or lateral excavation, where the artifact was
recovered. Each Sub-operation is given a unique designation. The Lot designation is
the smallest discernable excavation unit assigned in the field. It typically refers to a
stratigraphic or arbitrary level within an excavation unit. This system can be used to
trace an artifact to its excavated context within the Cacaulapa or Naco valleys.
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Material. The source material for each chipped stone artifact was recorded.
With few exceptions (formal tools reduced from chert were selected for analysis, n=5),
the sample for this study consists of obsidian and perlite. Identification of the obsidian
sources exploited is the first step for reconstructing ancient obsidian exchange
networks. Further, the distribution of these sources within the Cacaulapa valley may
reflect local socio-economic systems. Determination of geological provenance for
each piece was completed using visual sourcing (Braswell et al. 2000). This
methodology places obsidian artifacts into categories based upon visual criteria
corresponding to each known geological source. The most common sources are
described below.
The Ixtepeque geological source is located in Southeastern Guatemala.
Obsidian from this source is typically brown in color with few inclusions, although
banding is common. Artifacts exhibit medium translucency to complete opacity. The
surface of Ixtepeque obsidian has a high luster and is exceptionally smooth. Cortex
for this geological source is generally thin and regular.
The El Chayal geological source is located in south-central Guatemala, near
Guatemala City. Obsidian from this source is typically medium gray in color with
frequent dusty inclusions; and wide, irregular banding is not uncommon. Artifacts
exhibit medium translucency although banded portions are opaque. The surface of El
Chayal obsidian has a medium luster and a soapy texture. Cortex for this geological
source is generally thin and smooth.
The Pachuca geological source is located along the northern rim of the Valley
of Mexico. Obsidian from this source is always green in color with few inclusions and
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without banding. Artifacts exhibit medium translucency but may be cloudy. The
surface of Pachuca obsidian has a high luster and is exceptionally smooth. Cortex for
this geological source is medium to thick and quite rough.
The San Luis geological source is located in the mountains between the
middle-Chamelecon and middle-Ulua rivers. This is the closest obsidian flow to the
Cacaulapa valley. Obsidian from this source is bluish gray to opaque gray in color
with few inclusions. Artifacts are typically opaque. The surface of San Luis obsidian
lacks a high luster and looks reminiscent of modern plastic. Cortex from this
geological source is thin to medium and smooth. The characteristics of this source
were not known until after the analysis was complete. Therefore, the majority of the
artifacts designated as unidentified may be attributed to this source.
Perlite is a volcanic glass similar to obsidian. Small perlite nodules can be
found near the confluence of the Cacaulapa River and the Chamelecon. Ross (1997)
notes that perlite nodules can be found along the margins of the Naco valley,
especially in the volcanic tuft in the southwest. Perlite is typically gray to black with
dark streaks or banding. Artifacts exhibit medium translucency and are typically
cloudy. The surface of perlite has a medium luster and a smooth but not slippery
texture. The cortex for this material is very thin, smooth, and is almost always
present.
Segment. The state of each artifact was recorded. Specimens retaining a
platform, distal termination, and lateral terminations were noted as complete.
Artifacts retaining the platform but lacking a distal termination were noted as
proximal. Artifacts lacking a platform and distal termination while retaining both
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lateral margins were noted as medial. Artifacts lacking a platform were noted as
distal. Fragments of artifacts lacking a platform, distal termination, and at least one
margin were noted as incomplete.
Class. Each artifact is classified by its position within an industry and, if
applicable, technique. An artifact is placed within a specific category because it has
undergone a series of manufacturing steps common to other items in that category
(Sheets 1975:372). Each artifact class is divided by industry and defined below.

641

Blade – Core Industry. The Blade – Core Industry is defined by its finished
products and by the debris resulting from the production of prismatic blades. The
following chipped stone classes are associated with this industry:
Production Debris

Initial Series Blade

Initial Series Flake

Exhausted Prismatic Core

Platform Rejuvenation
Flake

Rejuvenation Flake
(Proximal or Distal)
Indeterminate
Rejuvenation or Error
Removal Flake
Finished Product
Subsequent Series Blade

Subsequent Series Flake

One of the first or second series of blades struck from a
macrocore or polyhedral core in order to prepare the core for
the removal of fine prismatic blades. Is at least twice as long
as it is wide. Cortex is always present. Platform preparation
such as striation or grinding is rare. May be used as a blank
for bifacial reduction.
An early flake struck from a macrocore or polyhedral core in
order to prepare the core for the removal of fine prismatic
blades. Cortex is always present. Platform preparation such
as striation or grinding is rare.
A core from which prismatic blades were removed.
Typically elongated with well-organized parallel bladeremoval scars emanating from a prepared platform. May
exhibit a second or distal platform.
A flake struck from the lateral margin of the proximal end of
a prismatic core in order to create a platform. Rejuvenation
flakes may retain portions of an earlier platform or blade
removal scars.
Struck from a prismatic core in order to prepare the core for
the removal of blades. Rejuvenation flakes are struck from
the proximal or distal end of the core in order to remove
errors or impurities. Often the error or impurity remains in
the rejuvenation flake.
A general category of flake related to the production of
prismatic blades. Typically bears parallel blade removal
scars and/or blade removal errors on its dorsal surface.
Extremely regular pressure blade with lateral margins
parallel with two or more central ridges. Subsequent series
blades are frequently segmented and ubiquitous in Late
Classic contexts. Lacks cortex.
A sub-class of subsequent series blades, these flakes are
typically complete and represent early termination blades.
While they may represent production debris, their uniform
cutting edge makes them candidates for distribution as
finished products.
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Flake – Core Industry. The Flake – Core Industry is defined by its finished
products and by the debris resulting from their production. The following chipped
stone classes are associated with this industry:
General Percussion
Expedient Percussion Core
Expedient flake –
unidirectional

Expedient flake –
multidirectional

Percussion blade

Bipolar core

Bipolar flake

A core from which expedient flakes were removed. If
complete it does not exhibit a ventral surface. Will have
at least a single platform but may have many more.
A percussion flake struck from an expedient core with a
single platform. The dorsal surface may exhibit no flake
removal scars. If scars are present they are from flakes
struck from the same platform.
A percussion flake struck from an expedient core with
more than one platform. The dorsal surface of the flake
will exhibit scars of flakes struck from multiple platforms.
This flake may also be the first struck from an entirely
new platform.
A percussion flake that is twice as long as it is wide.
Percussion blades are knapped using the same technology
as percussion flakes and are easily distinguished from
prismatic blades.
A bipolar core is manufactured by placing the nodule or
core on a hard surface or anvil and striking the upper end.
This process creates a core with crushed platforms on
either end (or pole). Scars of flakes removed will over
lap. This core type is not as common as expedient cores
and is typically quite small (< 4cm in length)
A flake struck from a bipolar core. May exhibit waves of
percussion from its dorsal and proximal end.
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Bifacial Reduction Technique. The Bifacial Reduction Technique is defined
by its finished products and by the debris resulting from their production. It may be
associated with either the Blade – Core Industry or the Flake – Core Industry. The
following chipped stone classes are associated with this technique:
Bifacial Reduction Techniques

Bifacial thinning flake –
early

Bifacial thinning flake - late

A flake removed from a macroflake or macroblade in
order to preform a bifacial point. May exhibit cortex or
very few flake removal scars on its dorsal surface.
Always removed by percussion but has a diffuse bulb and
is often curved when viewed in profile. Principally
distinguished from late thinning flakes by its size and the
dorsal characteristics.
A pressure flake removed near the completion of a bifacial
point. Will exhibit many flake removal scars on its dorsal
surface. Often has a lip on the interior edge of the
platform. Will exhibit a diffuse bulb and is often curved
when viewed in profile. Typically much smaller than an
early thinning flake and rarely if ever retains cortex.

Cortex. The presence of cortex, or the rough weathered surface of obsidian and
perlite nodules, on the dorsal surface of flakes and blades is an indication that the
piece was one of the first struck from the core. Identification of cortex-bearing
specimens is useful for understanding the organization of lithic industries. Disparity
of cortex-bearing artifacts between contexts is suggestive of a segmented industry with
an organized system of distribution. The presence or absence of cortex was noted on
all chipped stone artifacts from this collection.
Platform Treatment. The production of prismatic blades requires special
treatment to the polyhedral core striking-platform (Clark 1982). Variation in the
preparation of platforms is a sensitive indicator of shifts in reductive technique over
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time at El Coyote and the Cacaulapa Valley. The two most common preparations are
striation and grinding. In general, striation is a common preparation during the Classic
Period while platform grinding occurs later, during the Terminal Classic and Early
Postclassic39. For this reason, platform preparation of all proximal and complete
artifacts was noted.
Retouch. The presence or absence of retouch, or the purposeful alteration of
the overall artifact form, was noted for each artifact. Alterations to the lateral or distal
terminations may be desired to create a less sharp or “steep” cutting edge, as with a
scraper. Alterations to the proximal end of the flake or blade allow for hafting of the
artifact. Retouch may be unifacial, on a single side of the piece, or bifacial, flakes
removed from the ventral and dorsal surface of the piece. Formal tool categories, such
as scrapers, denticulates, drills, and gravers were noted in the comments.
Use. Use-wear was noted for each artifact. This measure was not intended to
address the manner in which each artifact was utilized but rather, was recorded as a
subjective measure of damage to the cutting edge of each artifact. Four degrees of
use-wear were distinguished. Artifacts exhibiting a complete margin, lacking any
signs of use-wear, were noted as having no use. Artifacts exhibiting slight damage as
a result of brief utilization or post-depositional factors were noted as having light use.
Artifacts exhibiting damage to over 50% of the cutting edge were noted as having
moderate use. Significant alteration to the cutting margin, including grinding,
battering, and polish, were noted as having heavy use. These four categories should
39

This distinction is not without problems. These techniques can produce similar effects and heavily
striated platforms can appear as ground on individual blade platforms. Further, although it occurs
rarely, these platform preparation techniques have been noted on the same polyhedral core.
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be viewed as ideal points along a continuum. Certainly there would be a degree of
overlap between these categories. Because this study was completed by a single
analyst variability between these designations is minimized.
This attribute was included to address three goals. First, recording the degree
of use and edge-damage provides a qualitative description of the overall morphology
and state of each artifact in the collection. Second, it is possible to distinguish
between artifacts discarded as production debris and those that were produced (or
scavenged) specifically to be utilized as informal tools. This is particularly important
when considering expedient percussion flakes. Third, the degree to which artifacts
were used and reused speaks to overall scarcity of material in each context.
Households and communities without direct access to suitable material tend to utilize
cutting implements long after others with greater access to material may discard their
tools as unusable.
Metrics. With the exception of unworked nodules, incomplete specimens, and
nondiagnostic fragments, the length, width, and thickness of all artifacts were
recorded. The weight of each artifact, including unworked nodules, incomplete
specimens, and nondiagnostic fragments was recorded. The method of measurement
varied between technological classes in order to best document each specimen.
Flakes and blades produced by any of the reductive techniques were measured
by the following protocols. Length was measured on the ventral surface from the
point of percussion to distal termination following a line perpendicular to the platform.
Width was measured as the greatest distance across the ventral surface of the flake or
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blade perpendicular to the length. The thickness of the artifact was recorded at the
intersection of the length and width measurement.
Expedient percussion cores with a single platform were measured by the
following protocols. The length of the core was measured from the center of platform
to the distal end of the core. Width was measured as the greatest distance
perpendicular to the length measurement. Thickness was recorded at the intersection
of the length and width measurement.
Expedient percussion cores with multiple platforms were measured by the
following protocols. The maximum distance across the core, regardless of platform
orientation was recorded as length. Width was measured as the greatest distance
perpendicular to the length measurement. Thickness was recorded at the intersection
of the length and width measurement.
Bipolar percussion cores were measured by the following protocols. The
distance between the platforms was recorded as the length of the core. Width was
recorded as the greatest distance perpendicular to the length measurement. Thickness
was recorded at the intersection of the length and width measurement.
Bifacial points were measured by the following protocols (Figure 144). The
length of the biface was measured from the tip to base of the stem, or the maximum
distance along that line if the piece is fragmentary. Width was measured as the
greatest distance perpendicular to the length measurement. Thickness was recorded at
the intersection of the length and width measurement.
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Figure 144. Biface measurement guidelines.
In addition to overall measurements of the piece, attributes specific to bifacial
points were recorded. These were selected in an attempt to detect meaningful
categories of points beyond their method of manufacture. These attributes are length
tip to stem, stem size, tip angle, and notch form. Measure of the length, tip to stem,
accounts for the portion of the biface extending from the haft. This attribute is purely
descriptive because reworking broken points will drastically change the ratio of tip to
stem (i.e., the stem will remain the same length while the length of the point is
decreased). Stem size is measured by three attributes. Stem length is measured from
the base of the stem to its transition to the notch or outside margin of the piece. Stem
width is measured near the middle of the stem, perpendicular to the length
measurement. Stem thickness is measured at the intersection of stem length and stem
width. Tip angle is a measure of the overall form of the point. A small tip angle (30º)
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represents a narrow or needle-like biface, while a large tip angle (60º) represents a
broad or spade-like biface. Notch form is a measure of the angle at which the notch
approaches the centerline of the biface (Figure 145). This angle may be flat, acute, or
obtuse. The notch angle is also a measure of the overall form and symmetry of the
biface. This angle is not recorded on stemless or unnotched bifaces.

Figure 145. Generalized types of notched bifaces.
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Table 77. Attributes for Chipped Stone Artifacts
Op. Sub-op./Lot
Material
C
I
P
U
R

Chayal
Ixtepeque
Pachuca
Unidentified
Perlite

C
P
M
D
I

Complete
Proximal
Medial
Distal
Incomplete

Segment

is
is-f
ss
ss-f
pc
pr
rp
rd
ri
bc
bf
Bf-e
Bf-l
Pb
Pf-u
Pf-m
Ec
I
Y
N
U
I
S
G
Y
N
N
L
M
H

Class
Initial series blade
Initial series flake
Subsequent series blade
Subsequent series flake
Exhausted prismatic core
Platform rejuvenation
Rejuvenation from proximal end of core
Rejuvenation from distal end of core
Indeterminate rejuvenation or error removal
Bipolr Core
Bipolar flake
Flake, early stage of reduction
Flake, late stage of reduction
Percussion blade (non-prismatic)
Flake from unidirectional core
Flake from multidirectional core
Expedient percussion core
Indeterminate fragments
Cortex
Present
Absent
Platform Treatment
Untreated
Indeterminate
Striated
Ground
Retouch
Present
Absent
Use
No edge-wear visible
Light
Moderate
Heavy
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Collection Summary
Source material. The chipped stone collection from the Northeast Complex
contains evidence for the utilization of numerous tool stones (Table 78). Locally
available chert and perlite nodules were common as were imported obsidian from
sources in Guatemala and Central Mexico. Four trends summarize the exploitation of
different chipped stone materials. First, the community focused on the Northeast
Complex relied heavily on locally available materials. Chert, by far the most common
tools stone, accounts for 92% of the chipped stone mass from the Northeast Complex.
Locally available perlite nodules, debris, and informal tools make up 40% of the nonchert mass. Second, obsidian from the Ixtepeque source was the most commonly
imported material (n=3204) and accounted for 36% of the non-chert mass. Third,
obsidian from the Pachuca source was identified in high quantities (n=1684) and
accounted from 17% of the non-chert mass. This material was found in all Northeast
Complex contexts and anecdotal information suggests that obsidian from the Pachuca
source was found in lesser amounts throughout El Coyote. Finally, these data suggest
that the ninth- and tenth-century inhabitants of the Northeast Complex exploited
obsidian derived from a wide variety of sources, but were reliant on locally available
materials.
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67.52
49.22

317
78
82
62

218

220

221

222

282

3000.26

360.85

2639.41

368

284
65.27

434

217

3572

332.25

365

213

Total

247.79

436

212/282B

OP 47

364.88

128

Wall

3204

103.83

44

211

Sub-total

25.8

47

210

19.75

34.13

61

209

38

44.6

233

208

290

198.33

152

174

50.97

133.12

12

173

304.19

11.17

35

165

69

38.35

41

156

348

51.58

107

242

105.09

115

235

Mass
107.57

Count

Ixtepeque

155

Structure

794

34

760

7

79

6

14

15

14

45

114

82

135

43

16

8

11

94

33

1

8

5

10

20

Count

535.59

22

513.59

4.92

57.45

5.35

12.6

11.5

9.05

37.47

65.67

53.75

89.82

23.82

12.2

7.55

5

59.35

23.02

0.65

5.02

2.71

13.44

13.25

Mass

Chayal

1699

15

1684

14

171

10

9

8

6

190

136

323

283

79

8

9

31

196

67

3

8

32

46

55

Count

106

28

78

0

2

0

0

0

0

26

3

14

8

9

1

0

2

6

0

0

0

2

2

3

106.67

29.4

77.27

0

0.65

0

0

0

0

23.1

3.82

11.35

12.79

13.85

0.9

0

0.75

5.6

0

0

0

1.62

1.08

1.76

Mass

Other
Count

652

1267.59

11.65

1255.94

8.35

137.37

6.59

7.8

5.1

4.25

136.76

84.8

264.2

192.71

62.9

5.8

4.55

26.3

142.5

46.05

9.82

4.67

21.99

32.39

51.04

Mass

Pachuca

2892

0

2892

46

290

89

67

73

102

470

500

142

369

98

21

33

36

145

153

5

31

26

89

107

Count

2958.61

0

2958.61

54.6

247.59

78.66

79.15

70.58

93.01

502.44

432.99

165.8

402.36

110.42

19

26.8

26.95

151.12

173.5

5.77

41.08

30.87

139.23

106.69

Mass

Perlite

9063

445

8618

105

890

174

152

178

200

1048

1187

926

1231

357

90

97

141

674

405

21

82

106

254

300

Count

7868.72

423.9

7444.82

87.62

747.25

141.57

148.77

154.7

171.58

983.77

919.53

742.89

1062.56

314.82

63.7

73.03

103.6

556.9

375.69

27.41

89.12

108.77

291.23

280.31

Mass

Total

-

-

13029

265

600

248

666

419

505

1257

893

1119

2226

771

86

199

140

1058

746

80

133

215

761

642

Count

-

-

91339

1938

6556.65

-

4937.95

3000.2

4301.8

14271.25

-

6831

16626.4

4578.8

470.95

1691.7

965.95

8086.1

10235.9

-

-

1405.7

3583.65

1857

Mass

Chert

Table 78. Distribution of Chipped Stone Source Materials, All Northeast Complex Structures and Operation 47

Chipped Stone Industries and Technologies. Both the flake – core and the
blade – core industries are represented in the Northeast Complex sample. Finished
tools and production debris associated with the flake – core industry account for over
half (53% by count and 59% by mass) of the non-chert assemblage (Table 79). An
informal inspection of the unanalyzed chert specimens suggested that nearly all of the
Northeast Complex collection is associated with the flake – core industry. Bifacial
reduction techniques accounts for an unestimated portion of the chert collection.
Finished blades exclusively represent the blade – core industry. A total of 24
individual specimens was designated as blade production debris. It should be noted
that initial series blades and early termination blades account for all the Northeast
Complex blade production debris. These specimens are fully functioning tools and
may have been distributed as finished blades. There is no evidence for error recovery
flakes, platform preparation flakes, or exhausted prismatic cores in Northeast Complex
contexts.
The biface reduction technique is represented by 138 complete or fragmentary
tools and 308 thinning flakes. While production debris is noted throughout the
Northeast Complex, there is a disproportionate amount of debitage to finished tools.
Given the quantity of debitage typically produced from bifacial reduction, a biface
workshop was not identified in this sample40.

40

A large deposit of bifacial production debris was identified in the Southeast Group of El Coyote,
specifically Operation 19. Over 120 pounds of debitage were recovered from this context. Although
the Southeast Group falls outside the scope of this study, the Operation 19 find suggests that finished
bifacial tools recovered from the Northeast Complex were either produced in other areas of El Coyote
or the debitage resulting from their production was discarded beyond the Northeast Complex.
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126.15
96.52
413.45
53.38

122

112

475

60

4608

282

235

242

290

Sub-total

4611

112.03

123

222

Total

130.18

148

221

3

635.54

606

220

Op 47

667.17

816

218

4422.21

3.95

4418.26

232.22

249

217

43.88

54

211

588.98

47.75

64

210

603

264.18

274

209

213

257.34

257

208

39

11.72

11

174

175.5

68.99

55

173

47

66.52

44

165

171

205.73

134

156

212/282B

182.03

183

155

Wall

Mass

Expedient

Count

Structure

308

0

308

11

19

0

4

7

3

22

18

115

55

15

8

1

11

11

5

1

0

0

1

1

Count

73.13

0

73.13

4.19

2.77

0

0.8

1.95

0.75

5.27

3.6

22.22

17.29

3.27

1.3

0.75

2.25

5.45

0.9

0.17

0

0

0.05

0.15

Mass

Bifacial Production

138

0

138

1

9

3

3

1

2

14

10

29

21

12

1

2

6

5

4

1

1

4

7

2

Count

1.75

0

1.75

-

-

-

-

-

-

1.75

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Mass

Bifaces

654

66

42

24

0

1

0

0

0

0

1

4

1

7

3

0

2

1

0

0

0

0

1

2

1

Count

87.46

53.85

33.61

0

0.35

0

0

0

0

1.13

6.06

0.7

11.41

2.45

0

1.6

1.2

0

0

0

0

0.9

6.45

1.36

Mass

Blade
Production

3544

398

3146

25

306

51

21

39

35

328

287

527

513

151

27

29

53

357

129

8

23

53

85

99

Count

2890.94

364.75

2526.19

18.48

269.22

40.05

20.5

35.42

33.84

272.77

204.49

449.65

386.66

122.95

18.55

19.65

44.25

270.4

105.7

13.96

15.17

38.16

61.47

84.85

Mass

Finished Blades

483

2

481

8

87

11

5

7

12

86

56

23

43

15

8

9

12

29

13

1

4

8

30

14

Count

262.98

1.35

261.63

2.54

47.86

5

1.32

3.55

4.96

43.34

25.59

10.35

29.59

8.75

4.85

4.65

8.15

14.52

10.85

1.56

4.96

3.19

15.68

10.37

Mass

Indeterminate

50

0

50

1

2

0

0

2

2

4

6

11

10

2

0

2

0

3

1

0

0

0

2

2

Count

130.25

0

130.25

9.03

13.6

0

0

1.75

1.85

23.97

12.62

27.75

28.63

1.9

0

2.5

0

2.35

0.9

0

0

0

1.85

1.55

Mass

Nodule

9200

445

8755

106

899

177

155

179

202

1061

1197

955

1252

369

91

99

147

679

409

22

83

110

261

302

Count

7868.72

423.9

7444.82

87.62

747.25

141.57

148.77

154.7

171.58

983.77

919.53

742.89

1062.56

314.82

63.7

73.03

103.6

556.9

375.69

27.41

89.12

108.77

291.23

280.31

Mass

Total

Table 79. Distribution of Chipped Stone Debitage and Finished Tools, All Northeast Complex Structures and Op 47

Technologies by source. The ninth- and tenth-century inhabitants of the
Northeast Complex exploited different source material for various ends. Table 80
summarizes the distribution of source material by the industries and techniques
identified in the assemblage. This table deals specifically with obsidian and perlite.
Chert specimens were excluded from this study, however, superficial observation of
the chert collection tends to support the general trends outlined below. First, the
majority of expedient percussion debitage and tools (attributed to the flake – core
industry) were reduced from locally available or easily acquired source materials. For
example, Ixtepeque source material (n=1722, 37%) and perlite (n=2620, 56.86%) were
by far the most commonly exploited, non-chert flakes and cores. Second, perlite was
used exclusively within the flake – core industry. Perhaps, given that locally available
nodules rarely exceed five centimeters in diameter, perlite was not suitable for bifacial
reduction or blade production. Third, obsidian from the Chayal and “Other” sources
was utilized in roughly the same manner; 62% of the material arrived to the site in
blade form and 26 to 32% of the material was reduced within the flake – core industry.
This is the inverse for obsidian from the Ixtepeque source. These figures speak to the
way these different source materials were moving along exchange networks during the
ninth and tenth centuries. Finally, over half (n=1673, 53%) of the blades in the
Northeast Complex are from the Pachuca source, which appears exclusively as
finished blades.
Platform treatment or preparation is one aspect of the blade – core industry
worthy of note. Nearly all (n=628, 93%) of the proximal or complete blades from the
Northeast Complex exhibit ground platforms. Although this figure varies slightly by
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source material there is a clear trend toward grinding the platform as a core
preparation technique (Table 81).
As an aside, Table 81 may also be used to determine the minimum number of
blades from a given source and in turn the scale of a given source material in the blade
– core industry. Prismatic blades are frequently segmented thus inflating the actual
number of individual blades struck from a core. Of great importance here is the
quantity of obsidian from the Pachuca source (n=358). Researchers have estimated a
single prismatic core may produce up to 200 blades (Clark 1982, Clark and Bryant
1997). Therefore, these data suggest that a minimum of two cores can account for the
Pachuca source materials at the Northeast Complex sample. I believe this figure to be
an accurate measure of obsidian from the Pachuca source within the sample.
Although widely dispersed and frequently encountered, the green obsidian in the
Northeast Complex sample, and El Coyote overall, could represent a single instance of
exchange requiring only two cores worth of material.
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244
25
10
1
480
10
0
770
0
0
0
4
30
0
0
34
804

Northeast Complex Total
Expedient Percussion
Biface Production
Finished Bifaces
Blade Production
Finished Blades
Indeterminate
Nodule

Op 47 Total

Total

535.59

22

513.59
0
0
0
2.85
19.15
0
0

Mass
166.91
7.28
0
5.5
329.73
4.17
0

Count

Chayal

Expedient Percussion
Biface Production
Finished Bifaces
Blade Production
Finished Blades
Indeterminate
Nodule

Technology

3604

368

3236
3
0
0
38
325
2
0

1722
281
33
16
941
243
0

Count

3000.26

360.85

2639.41
3.95
0
0
51
304.55
1.35
0

1516.25
65.35
1.75
22.43
903.88
129.75
0

Mass

Ixtepeque

657

1699

15

1684
0
0
0
0
15
0
0

2
0
0
8
1673
1
0

Count

1267.59

11.65

1255.94
0
0
0
0
11.65
0
0

1.15
0
0
4.55
1250.04
0.2
0

Mass

Pachuca

106

28

78
0
0
0
0
28
0
0

20
2
0
1
49
6
0

Count

106.67

29.4

77.27
0
0
0
0
29.4
0
0

27.46
0.5
0
1.68
40.89
6.74
0

Mass

Other

2892

0

2892
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

2620
0
0
0
1
221
50

Count

2958.61

0

2958.61
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

2706.49
0
0
0
1.1
120.77
130.25

Mass

Perlite

9105

445

8660
3
0
0
42
398
2
0

4608
308
43
26
3144
481
50

Count

Total

7868.72

423.9

7444.82
3.95
0
0
53.85
364.75
1.35
0

4418.26
73.13
1.75
34.16
2525.64
261.63
130.25

Mass

Table 80. Plot of Chipped Stone Technologies by Obsidian Source Material, All Northeast Complex Structures and Op. 47

Finished Blades from the Northeast
Complex

Table 81. Distribution of Platform Treatment by Obsidian Source Material, All
Northeast Complex Structures and Op 47
Source
Chayal
Ixtepeque
Other
Pachuca
NEC Totals

Finished Blades from Op. 47

Chayal
Ixtepeque
Other
Pachuca

Sample Totals

Platform Treatment
Crushed Striated Ground Untreated Indeterminate
0
3
0.00% 2.88%
1
28
0.50% 14.07%
1
0
7.14% 0.00%
0
0
0.00% 0.00%

97
93.27%
166
83.42%
12
85.71%
353
98.60%

2
1.92%
2
1.01%
0
0.00%
1
0.28%

2

2

628

5

9

31

0.30% 4.59%
0
1
0.00% 14.29%
0
59
0.00% 72.84%
0
0
0.00% 0.00%
0
0
0.00% 0.00%
0
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0.00% 63.83%

93.04%
4
57.14%
15
18.52%
5
100.00%
1
100.00%
25
26.60%
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0.74%
1
14.29%
2
2.47%
0
0.00%
0
0.00%
3
3.19%

1.92%
2
1.01%
1
7.14%
4
1.12%

104
100.00%
199
100.00%
14
100.00%
358
100.00%
675

1.33%
1
14.29%
5
6.17%
0
0.00%
0
0.00%
6

Total

100.00%
7
100.00%
81
100.00%
5
100.00%
1
100.00%
94

6.38% 100.00%

Comparison with Op 47. A comparative sample was selected from a Late
Classic context beyond the Northeast Complex. Operation 47 consists of material
from Structures 81, 85, and 86. These three buildings form the southern boundary of
the South Plazas, or presumed elite residential area immediately south of the Main
Plaza. Operation 47 represents the best Late Classic fit to the Early Postclassic
contexts excavated during the 2002 field season. Data from this context is included as
a separate entry in each of the summary tables in this section.
The non-chert collection from Operation 47 was analyzed in its entirety using
the same methodologies as with the Northeast Complex obsidian. The Operation 47
collection consists of 445 individual specimens weighing 423.9 grams. Ixtepeque
source material was the most common tool stone (n=368, 82.7%) and the presence of
15 blades from the Pachuca source suggests that the Operation 47 structures may have
been occupied into the ninth and tenth centuries. Technological analysis revealed that
the vast majority of the sample is attributed to the blade – core industry.
The Northeast Complex collection diverges from the Late Classic sample in
four key ways. First, perlite is a common tool stone in the Northeast Complex while it
was not utilized in the South Plazas. Second, the flake – core industry accounts for
nearly half of all the non-chert debitage and informal tools in the Northeast Complex.
The Operation 47 sample contains little evidence for the flake – core industry because
the inhabitants of the South Plazas relied almost exclusively upon the blade – core
industry. Third, unlike their ninth- and tenth-century descendants, the Late Classic
community produced their own prismatic blades. Strong evidence, 10% of the sample,
reveals that blade production occurred within or near the South Plazas. Finally,
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bifacial techniques, common in the Northeast Complex, were non-existence in the
Operation 47 contexts. These data suggest a dramatic shift in terms of resource
acquisition and production at El Coyote from the Late Classic to the Early Postclassic.
Variation within the Northeast Complex. An analysis of power strategies at El
Coyote is contingent on the identification of variation in resource acquisition and
activities within the Northeast Complex. A structure-by-structure breakdown of
source materials and chipped stone industries is presented in Table 78 and Table 79,
respectively. These data reveal that the members of the ninth- and tenth-century
community enjoyed relatively equal access to source materials and production
techniques. In comparison to the Late Classic strategies, and variation to in the
Northeast Complex seems minimal. Nevertheless, the minor variation that does exist
calls attention to several subtle differences in the distribution of resources and the
economic organization of the Northeast Complex.
The patterns presented below are by no means an exhaustive index of variation
in the Early Postclassic assemblage. Instead, major points of disjunction and
similarity are presented to illuminate the general trends in the Northeast Complex.
Four aspect of the assemblage are considered: 1) access and distribution of chipped
stone source materials, 2) identification of production loci, 3) the distribution of
informal tools, and 4) the distribution of formal bifacial tools.
Chipped stone source materials. The distribution of source materials reveals
several striking trends in the Northeast Complex. First, perlite and Ixtepeque were by
far the most common non-chert tool stone at each structure. This trend held true for
each structure regardless of function, size, or location within the Northeast Complex.
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Second, each structure had at least trace amounts of obsidian from the Pachuca source.
Several structures, however, yielded much higher quantities (greater than 100
individual specimens) than others. These buildings are Structures 209, 217, 218, 220,
and 242. Of these contexts, Structure 209, a small structure within the Operation 41
architectural group, seems somewhat out of place. Third, structures from the smaller
architectural groups contained lower relative frequencies of Pachuca source material
than their larger neighbors. Structures from the Operation 31 architectural group
contained less than 10 to 15% of the exotic source. Structure 235 and those excavated
in the Operation 39 architectural group contained less than 5% Pachuca obsidian
overall. Structure 209 was again an anomaly with 28% Pachuca. In general, the
distribution of source materials suggests that the occupants of each structure relied
heavily upon locally available source materials yet had access to imported materials.
Access to more exotic materials does not appear to be equal, and several structures
yield higher quantities of Pachuca than could be easily explained by building size or
function.
Production loci. The production of chipped stone tools was organized at the
household level in the Northeast Complex. There is no evidence for a workshop level
of organization. Prismatic blades were not produced during the ninth and tenth
centuries and all blades were imported as finished commodities or scavenged from
Late Classic contexts. There is wide-spread evidence for production within the flake
core industry. All structures bear some evidence for production as determined by
flakes, cores, or indeterminate chunks. Overall, the flake – core industry accounts for
at least 75% of the production related material recovered from each structure. Four
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structures, however, exhibit higher than average quantities of expedient flakes:
Structure 213, Structure 218, Structure 220, and Structure 242. The smaller
architectural groups (i.e., Operation 31, Operation 39, and Operation 29) ranked much
lower in the same category. Bifacial production was by far the most localized of all
production activities. Structure 213 and Structure 217 boast high quantities of
thinning flakes as well as finished (or nearly finished) bifacial tools. Again, smaller
architectural groups yield low quantities of production debris in this category.
Informal tools and their distribution. Chipped stone artifacts were designated
as informal tools based upon two criteria. First, the artifact must exhibit signs of
retouch, or second, must bear heavy use-wear patterns. These attributes were noted
for each artifact in the assemblage. A very small percentage (3.5%, n=300) of the
collection met these criteria. Retouched prismatic blades were by far the most
commonly encountered informal tool type (75.7%, n=225). There were certainly far
more informal tools in the Northeast Complex – the criteria were strictly designed to
determine the most likely candidates and in turn the activity areas where chipped stone
tools were frequently consumed.
As with other measures, the distribution of informal tools is relatively equal in
the Northeast Complex (Table 82). All excavated structures yielded at least one and
nearly all yielded 15 or less. The distribution of these tools was by no means normal
and two outlying clusters were noted. Structure 209, 217, 218, and 242 all yielded
between 24 and 34 informal tools apiece. Structure 213 and Structure 220 occupy a
second tier, yielding 44 pieces and 47 pieces, respectively. Of these two contexts,
Structure 220 is the most interesting. Although much larger than any other building in
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the Northeast Complex, Structure 220 contained low artifact densities across all
categories.
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3
0
3

Sub-total

Op 47

Total

Structure

22

0

22

Expedient
Multidirectional
Percussion Core
Flakes
0
1
155
0
2
156
0
1
165
0
1
173
0
0
174
0
0
208
0
0
209
0
1
210
0
0
211
0
0
Wall
0
0
212/282B
0
4
213
0
0
217
1
4
218
1
3
220
0
1
221
1
0
222
0
0
282
0
0
235
0
3
242
0
1
290

46

0

46
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1

0

1

271

44

227

1

1

0

1

0

1

345

45

300

Unidirectional Bifacial Thinning
Blade Production
Prismatic Blade
Indeterminate Total
Flakes
Flakes
Debris
3
0
11
0
0
15
1
0
8
0
0
11
2
0
7
0
0
10
1
0
3
0
1
5
0
0
2
0
0
2
0
0
6
0
0
6
3
0
26
0
0
29
0
0
3
0
0
4
3
0
2
0
0
5
0
0
3
0
0
3
1
0
10
0
0
11
4
1
35
0
0
44
1
0
23
0
0
24
6
0
21
0
0
32
11
0
31
1
0
47
2
0
2
0
0
5
1
0
4
0
0
6
1
0
2
0
0
3
0
0
3
0
0
3
6
0
25
0
0
34
0
0
0
0
0
1

Table 82. Distribution of Formal Tools by Structure, Northeast Complex and Op 47
Includes All Pieces Exhibiting Retouch and “Heavy” Use-wear

Biface forms and distribution. Based upon the El Coyote chipped stone collection,
there is a dramatic increase in the production and use of bifacial points during the
ninth and tenth centuries. The rise of this tool type is noted throughout the region
(Aoyama 1996; Manahan 2003), and is generally cited as an indicator of increased
raiding and warfare. These artifacts have been characterized as crudely reduced
points, lacking symmetry, with only the most basic morphological characteristics. The
biface collection from El Coyote offers a counterpoint to this characterization. Four
standardized biface types have been identified exhibiting a wide-range of
craftsmanship from rudimentary to highly skilled (Figure 146).
The bifacial point types are based upon the morphology of the stem or base of
the artifact. Frequent use-induced fractures of the tip and reshaping may alter the
point while the hafted portion of the tool remains relatively unchanged throughout its
use-life. Further, its manner of attachment to a haft or composite tool reflects the
activities for which a given tool is intended. Bifacial reduction techniques create
similarities, however, and these types should be viewed as idealized points along a
continuum. Bifacial tools in early stages of reduction may in fact exhibit
characteristics of more than one type, therefore only artifacts in the final stages of
reduction were assigned a to a type.
The most common form is a stemmed point with obtuse notches (Figure 146,
Type A and Figure 147). The stem may be blunt or taper at the base but is always
present. The notches exhibit relative symmetry and rarely vary more than 10º. Size
and craftsmanship for this type are variable.
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The second form is a double-ended biface (Figure 146, Type B). The
examples of this type are well made with a few flake removal errors. The maximum
width of the biface tends to be closer to one end of the two points giving the form a
leaf-like appearance. There is no evidence to suggest that this tool type was hafted
and it lacks notches of any form.
The third form is a circular or oval biface (Figure 146, Type C). Although
some specimens taper to a blunt point, at least one end is rounded. The relative
thickness of this type gives the cutting margin a steep angle, much like a steep-sided
scraper. There is no evidence to suggest oval bifaces were hafted.
The final form is a blunt-ended or stem-less biface (Figure 146, Type D). The
base of this type is much broader than any other form and is relatively equal to the
maximum width. Generally thin, the stemless biface lacks notches of any form and
may have been hafted as part of a composite tool or used alone.
This typology represents a first attempt at classifying bifacially worked tools
from El Coyote. Analysis of contemporaneous assemblages will significantly refine
the framework proposed here. It is hoped that future research will reduce the vagaries
created by this typology and identify criteria for a more robust system of
classification.
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Figure 146. Range of variation in biface collection.
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Figure 147. Chert lance point recovered from Structure 217.
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Bifacial tools were widely dispersed in ninth- and tenth-century contexts (Table 83
and Table 84). Every sampled structure in the Northeast Complex yielded at least one
biface. Of the 21 structures in this sample, most contained very few bifaces. Two
bifacial tools per structure is the mode and a few structures yielded more than 10
bifaces. Buildings with 10 or more bifaces cannot be attributed to multi-structure
architectural groups. Although most of these structures contain benches and could be
considered residences (or were the loci of domestic activities), they tend to stand
alone, without clear association with surrounding buildings. Structure 213 and
Structure 217 are noticeable outliers with 21 and 29 bifacial tools, respectively. After
the occupation of Structure 213 ceased, the southern room was used as a midden and
nearly half of the bifaces recovered from this structures were found within the postoccupation midden context (n=10 from Op 39, Sub-operation M). The Structure 213
midden may have “pulled” debris from surrounding buildings thus increasing artifact
counts in all categories. Structure 217 not only contained the highest biface count but
also the greatest variety of biface types. All four biface types were identified in the
Structure 217 sample including a chert lance point (Figure 147).
The stemmed biface (Figure 146, Type A) was the most common biface type.
Stemmed bifaces were widely distributed and every architectural group yielded at least
a single projectile point. The non-projectile points were seemingly limited to
structures functioning in a domestic capacity. Structure 217, with its ritual focus, is a
notable exception to this trend. Biface production debris was more concentrated in
Structure 217, and the variety of biface types here may be linked to production rather
than use.
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Table 83. Summary of Bifaces by Type
Biface Type
Structure
155
156
165
173
174
208
209
210
211
Wall
212/282B
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
235
242
290

1
7
3
0
1
3
4
3
1
0
8
12
17
6
8
2
1
0
0
8
0

Double
Ended
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Total

85

3

Stemmed

Total

Oval

Stemless

Indeterminate

0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
1
0
0
0
1
2
0
1
3
7
9
4
6
0
0
3
3
1
1

2
7
4
1
1
4
5
6
2
1
12
21
29
10
14
2
1
3
3
9
1

4

4

42

138
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AC

AE

AH

AR

AU

AY

AY

BM

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

A

C

C

C

C

35

35

35

35

35

15

14

13

13

10

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

J

31

1

Chert

E

31

1

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

29

1

4

4

1

2

5

1

6

Chert

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

47.70

38.45

40.35

46.95

57.71

69.51

50.27

45.32

26.81

49.65

41.89

62.89

58.86

50.31

50.08

44.31

51.19

39.99

23.43

19.76

11.35

12.60

26.34

30.73

32.22

35.34

22.63

25.26

24.02

28.24

22.00

19.46

21.89

22.36

23.44

35.28

7.20

8.02

8.26

6.54

9.75

10.72

13.97

9.15

7.34

6.68

8.51

10.81

7.38

7.94

7.18

8.84

11.01

16.18

8.49

31.61

33.71

45.57

50.95

27.69

43.86

44.20

31.91

35.45

25.42

37.16

29

15

No

21.80

11.85

8.78

7.40

12.56

10.49

8.94

9.32

10.81

9.42

11.83

6.56

12.41

6.00

11.94

671

10.53

11.13

9.19

14.17

11.90

12.75

13.41

12.37

16.12

8.50

11.26

10.21

15.57

7.03

17.75

13.32

AB

Chert

53.23

7.53

29

13

No

6.10

AB

Chert

14.89

29

12

15.87

AB

No

29

Obsidian

AA

29

26

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

5.05

5.42

3.37

5.75

5.11

4.60

2.50

4.95

10.81

3.72

3.81

4.32

6.85

4.67

6.41

4.32

40

30

45

45

50

55

35

35

50

35

50

120

145

140

135

130

95

130

140

140

160

140

140

130

130

105

135

Fragment- only tip remains. Rounded tip.

Comments

Ridge removal was unsuccessful. Several flake
removal errors are present
Tip fracture - missing. Well made, very thin, long.
Feathered-tapered stem - notches shallow.
Some recent crushing - material is extremely brittle.
Few mistakes, tip is ground/fractures. Feathered stem.

Fragmentary- tip and body remain. Rounded tip.

Fragmentary- body and base present. Tapered stem blunt. Heat exposed- after production.

120 Feathered stem. Made from flake/blade.

Fragmentary- lateral fracture, portions of the tip and
body remain.
Tip fracture - missing. Some larger flake removal scars
110 overlaying smaller suggests reworking damage to tip
scar. Use after fracture.

135 Reduced from a flake/blade. Blunt stem.

Very thick rounded base - no stem. Tip fracture missing. Few flake removal errors.
Tip fracture - missing. Well made - very symmetrical.
125
Stem is angled and feathered.
Fracture on stem- length unknown. Well made. A
130 patina has formed on the exterior. Retouch has
removed a portion of this patina.

115

125 Tip fracture - missing. Few mistakes. Feathered stem.

125

125 Feathered - tapered stem.

135

145 Feathered/tapered stem. Few flake removal error scars.

145

115 Blunt stem. Some flake removal errors.

Tip fracture - missing. Feathered stem - also rounded.
Shallow notches.
Fragmentary- body and tip are missing. FeatheredN/A
tapered stem. Stage 3 biface.
Large ridge present. Well made but not flat. Feathered140
tapered stem.
140

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

Table 84. Summary Table of Biface Context, Measurements, and Characteristics, All Northeast Complex Structures

AB

E

F

F

H

H

H

H

I

I

I

J

K

M

A

A

AG

AH

AJ

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

39

39

39

39

39

1

1

3

7

7

1

6

4

60

30

12

28

28

28

11

23

56

2

6

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

59.52

31.29

16.05

41.28

40.91

43.68

38.93

54.33

40.19

49.32

29.85

24.83

40.65

65.66

15.76

26.22

60.72

38.13

28.12

22.96

56.26

36.06

18.06

18.02

28.01

21.37

26.04

23.75

27.90

31.70

31.83

19.28

23.16

20.63

27.11

13.42

27.03

26.28

26.16

22.09

20.30

27.92

15.14

5.88

6.52

11.90

6.86

7.98

5.42

8.55

7.99

8.04

5.39

5.65

7.21

11.08

5.37

9.47

9.65

9.91

7.50

6.27

9.21

4.64

34.94

29.03

36.90

31.23

30.12

51.56

41.67

40.49

5.38

7.81

11.34

6.32

8.16

14.90

10.59

12.90

9.81

672

10.52

11.82

9.29

11.44

9.83

17.12

11.40

13.46

14.82

9.01

36

14

Yes

16.81

3.71

K

Chert

19.82

31.12

35

11

No

7.29

K

Obsidian

27.04

35

1

38.71

D

No

35

Chert

C

35

15

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

2.20

3.18

3.07

3.13

5.62

4.92

2.89

4.11

4.44

2.87

45

40

65

105

70

55

55

45

40

35

45

45

55

140

110

115

140

110

130

115

140

120

125

125

110

115

125

Comments

Fragment of midsection.

N/A

115

Stage 3 Biface. Tip is missing but some pressure flake

Fragmentary- tip and base are missing. Notched on a
single side.

Fragmentary- only the tip remains. Rounded tip.

Fragmentary- stem is missing. Ridge removal
incomplete.

130 Rounded tip. Platform at base, no striations or grinding.

105

Tip fracture (during production) reworked to form new
point. Feathered/slanted stem.
Broken during production. Dorsal scars of prismatic
blade removal present.
Medial fragment tip missing. Reworked with blunt tip.
155
Use-wear/crushing is present. Blunt stem.

130 Fragmentary- stem is missing. Rounded tip

Medial fracture - base/stem is missing. No errors.

Medial fracture - stem missing.

Fracture- only the tip is present.

Blunt stem - platform remains. Associated with
smaller point. Few flake removal errors.
Blunt stem. Associated with larger point. Only a single
140
error.

130

Fragment of the stem. Blunt stem.

Feathered and tapered stem. Extreme point at tip is
missing
Fragmentary- tip and body are missing. Feathered115
tapered stem.
110

125

Fracture at stem - notches present. Few flake removal
errors, present.
Fragment- base remains. Fracture has been retouched
90
to form a blunt tip. Tapered stem.
Feathered/tapered stem. Nice material - few errors - 1
125
large thinning error.
Fragmentary- base/stem remains. Retouch to form a
145
blunt tip. Tapered stem.
Tip fracture - only the tip remains. Well organized - no
errors.

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

J

M

M

M

M

M

M

39

39

39

39

39

39

39

G

39

J

F

39

39

E

39

I

D

39

I

D

39

39

D

39

39

D

12

1

1

7

20

18

12

01

6

6

12

6

16

27

13

25

27

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

52.34

12.71

19.94

56.80

43.88

42.72

53.86

58.21

22.90

35.86

63.23

56.16

68.16

36.38

57.53

73.01

56.95

58.65

50.91

23.01

22.10

22.50

28.73

26.44

20.46

29.51

20.84

16.40

23.47

26.17

24.76

43.03

27.38

33.98

36.91

24.91

28.25

42.48

8.75

10.69

6.56

12.99

7.45

8.25

9.25

8.64

6.36

8.98

8.75

9.50

18.26

6.11

13.72

19.10

11.45

9.38

12.35

10.20

36.56

30.25

30.17

40.31

47.76

44.00

43.85

43.96

43.38

10.17

12.17

6.23

8.60

15.00

14.56

10.51

8.14

7.79

673

9.79

11.52

10.49

12.02

15.69

12.14

12.35

13.04

9.61

15.66

12.82

39

17

No

22.91

13.40

D

Chert

44.41

20.48

39

8

Yes

4.07

B

Obsidian

17.58

39

6

18.66

B

No

39

Obsidian

B

39

11

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

3.39

4.51

4.43

4.47

3.65

4.34

3.25

3.06

5.27

4.00

4.42

55

35

35

50

55

30

40

55

130

115

115

120

140

125

135

125

145

135

145

165

Fragmentary- base and stem are missing. Rounded tip

Cortex present at base of stem. Rounded base, with
several flakes removed.

Indeterminate fragment. All margins exhibit retouch.

removal scars are present.

Comments

Rounded feathered stem. V. clunky, not thin.

Ridge removal was impeded by earlier flake removal
error. The tip is blunted or broken.

125

125

Tip fracture - missing. Feathered/slanted stem - shallow
notches.

Fragment of midsection.

2 Large flake removal errors - ridge reduction was
unsuccessful. Blunt stem.
Stem is poorly defined. B-side notch measurement was
120 taken from a lower position. Percussion retouch. Tip is
rounded
Medial fracture - tip missing. Large bulge on dorsal
135 surface of point- attempts at removal most likely led to
fracture. Feathered stem with prevalent notches.
Fragment of stem and lowest portion of the body.
135
Feathered and tapered stem.

135 Fragmentary- tip is missing. Feathered-tapered stem.

Tip fracture - missing. Body is very slender.
Rounded/feathered stem.

Fragmentary- tip remains.

135 Fragmentary- tip is missing. Feathered-tapered stem.

Fragmentary- base is missing. Ridge removal is
incomplete. Asymmetrical tip- sickle shape.
Indeterminate, tip or base. Manufactured from a
macro-blade.
Stage 2-3 Biface. No pressure flake removal scars.
Cortex remains at base.
Tip fracture, tip is missing. No true stem- more
140
rounded. V. well made, feathered stem/base.
Slightly feathered but platform is present on stem. Tip
145
fracture - missing.

145

140 Tip is missing. The stem is sloped.

145

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

T

Y

Y

Y

Y

B

C

C

C

C

C

C

C

C

D

D

D

D

39

39

39

39

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

39

U

P

39

39

M

39

39

M

M

39

2

18

18

1

8

8

7

19

19

19

9

7

19

9

9

2

10

11

1

5

4

3

14

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

53.55

51.76

43.96

31.82

9.53

54.89

11.87

10.35

10.40

16.98

56.67

80.17

17.98

11.96

44.53

27.23

28.16

44.76

49.67

70.50

55.65

32.51

21.12

39.50

29.42

22.99

20.73

20.08

12.66

29.91

16.32

16.15

15.17

18.06

29.28

27.72

16.46

25.20

21.43

26.68

22.06

22.28

24.94

25.10

23.49

24.64

15.49

20.69

11.45

8.42

7.16

5.90

4.78

8.04

4.55

5.98

5.75

8.80

11.37

11.17

5.25

6.75

9.20

5.57

8.62

8.66

7.27

11.32

10.73

6.17

7.00

6.57

38.92

33.81

15.56

39.72

67.97

24.99

33.83

38.55

52.70

38.53

21.38

4.63

12.72

8.71

11.37

8.64

10.08

674

14.17

16.35

11.81

11.86

8.08

8.17

M

39

14

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

3.81

7.50

4.59

5.26

4.20

2.94

50

45

50

35

65

45

65

40

55

30

50

50

50

45

30

55

60

155

120

125

135

145

115

120

135

120

Tip and medial fracture. No stem present.

Indeterminate fragment.

Platform present. Both tip and base are rounded.

Comments

Fragment of tapered stem

Fragment of midsection.

Feathered stem. Crushing A-side. Very smooth.
Different form - larger stem than others.

145

Fracture - much of the stem is missing.

Potlids - post-production heat exposure. Blunt stem no platform.
Medial fracture, stem is missing. Few flake removal
errors.

Feathered stem. No notches.

Fragment - small portion of tip.

Fragmentary- only the tip remains. Late stage of
production if not complete. Few flake removal errors.

Fragment - small portion of tip.

Fragment - small portion of tip.

Fragment of blunt stem

Fragment of blunt stem

Few step terminations and is fairly symmetrical. No
125 visible wear at the tip. Reduced from a macro
blade/flake - slight curve
Crushing along side A margin. Specimen is not
115 symmetrical. There are ridge removal problems near
the tip.

150

125 Fragmentary- portion of body and stem remains.

Fragmentary- only the tip remains.

Very rounded - no real stem present.

125 Fragmentary- stem is incomplete. Lateral fracture.

Ridge continues to base with stem. Many flake
removal errors. Feathered/slanted stem.
Tip fracture, tip is missing. A few flake removal errors.
140
Feathered stem and pointed.
145

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

D

D

D

D

H

H

H

H

H

H

I

I

K

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

40

D

40

40

D

40

40

D

40

1

5

4

9

5

26

23

2

9

8

66

65

64

6

6

37

36

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

104.09

44.81

60.16

78.85

60.11

37.29

52.29

43.54

73.65

75.08

48.45

14.19

12.82

48.97

45.55

48.17

62.21

18.78

42.98

29.51

33.69

50.54

30.41

23.34

24.64

21.01

34.08

34.91

25.05

15.44

14.02

28.72

21.68

23.97

26.77

25.45

73.82

13.87

11.26

17.13

21.67

8.50

10.07

10.21

7.88

10.19

11.21

6.52

5.53

5.89

7.89

7.95

8.88

11.47

6.12

74.37

56.51

57.05

38.40

57.84

51.93

28.06

33.18

40.72

10.42 153.88

17.06

18.93

7.45

14.66

15.90

8.85

5.16

12.86

9.54
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16.05

22.60

16.90

10.85

13.10

15.43

15.25

13.33

8.91

10.76

12.67

14.65

32.43

D

Obsidian

204.27

40.77

40

35

Yes

6.81

D

Chert

21.82

40

35

43.97

D

No

40

Chert

D

40

2

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

4.20

9.57

4.43

3.41

5.51

3.97

6.06

3.97

7.10

3.61

5.03

2.85

4.89

4.91

9.84

50

50

50

50

50

50

35

50

55

30

45

45

130

115

125

125

130

120

125

130

150

135

90

95

Comments

Tip fracture - missing. Feathered slanted/tapered stem no true notches.
No clear stem but base in blunt. Transition to stem
nonexistent - platform remains.

150

Feathered/slanted stem. Slight flake removal error. Aside notch is shallow.
Fragmentary- only the tip remains. Curved sickleshaped.
Fragmentary- tip is missing. Feathered-tapered stem.
130
High quality material.
Stage 3 biface. Manufactured from a flake. Roundedbase. Ridge removal incomplete.
Fracture on stem- notching still present. Point is
120 rounded. Very thick - ridge reduction unsuccessful.
Several large flake removal errors.
Tip is missing due to pressure flake removal error.
140
Feathered tapered stem.
Rounded/feathered based. No stem. Non-symetrical: Aside rounded, B-side straight.

145 Fragmentary- tip and stem are missing. Well made.

Well-made, feathered stem. Small notches - rounded
tip.
Small portion of tip is missing but complete enough to
150 measure. Feathered/stem. Made from a flake - very few
flakes removed from ventral surface.
Feathered stem, rounded base - no true stem. Some
impurities visible but otherwise good quality. Good
candidate for illustration.
125

Fragment - small portion of tip.

Small fragment of tapered stem.

125 Tip fracture - feathered stem

130

125 Feathered stem. Several flake removal errors - present.

115 Fragment of stem and lowest portion of the body

Medial fracture- base/stem is missing. Well made no
errors.
Lance-point. Fracture line partially transects body of
115 biface. Tapered-blunt stem. Original platform from
macroblade/flake is present.

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

B

C

G

J

M

O

P

P

P

P

S

T

U

U

U

U

V

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

41

11

8

6

11

1

5

8

81

8

2

13

9

1

4

11

17

18

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

39.54

45.31

9.51

16.08

39.02

49.29

42.43

30.50

50.24

37.32

28.30

115.07

37.06

51.04

53.66

41.32

50.73

19.89

66.68

18.74

25.01

9.68

15.33

24.32

19.87

24.45

35.74

33.29

24.09

19.19

34.59

24.75

22.93

19.92

37.00

23.01

29.10

32.93

5.72

7.83

3.18

6.35

6.76

7.39

9.85

11.58

33.07

12.06

8.10

17.82

10.06

8.33

8.07

7.18

9.84

7.96

8.53

9.52

24.37

28.48

8.57

35.54

96.06

36.84

48.60

34.57

49.90

45.36

11.73

8.69

11.65

7.41

11.15

11.05

13.87

14.33

6.61

9.41

13.08
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11.06

9.74

9.05

8.70

4.52

10.33

10.78

21.80

12.76

13.53

8.79

11.81

11.33

12.73

41

2

Yes

25.91

10.47

AO

Chert

62.80

41.04

41

3

Yes

8.64

AI

Chert

26.91

41

2

57.41

AG

Yes

41

Chert

A

41

2

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

4.03

4.11

2.95

2.48

4.40

5.83

7.50

3.70

4.87

3.96

3.69

6.11

4.09

45

45

35

55

40

105

50

65

45

60

155

130

130

115

140

155

130

140

130

150

125

140

Comments

Fragment of tip. Well made. Rounded tip.

Feathered/tapered stem. Diamond shaped - no true
notches. Several flake removal errors.

Medial fragment - retouch along fracture.

Tapered stem, no notches. Sickle-shaped.

Fragment - portion of tapered/feathered stem.

Biface fragment - tip and portion of base is missing.
Several flake removal errors.
Small fragment of blunt stem. Late stage of production
but cortex is present.
Feathered/tapered stem. No true stem. Several flake
150
removal errors.
Feathered/tapered stem - no true notching. Angles
155 taken from widest to end of stem. Some wear around
tip.

120

120 Few errors. Blunt stem.

Medial fracture - stem missing. Fracture during
production.
Tip fracture - tip is missing. Shallow notches. Stem is
135
rounded rather than feathered.
Medial fragment - tip is missing. Cortex is white. Blunt
stem - no notching.
Tip fracture - missing. Feathered stem. A few flake
145
removal errors.

Well made. Medial fragment.

Fracture at tip and stem- stem is missing but notches
are present- otherwise very well made.
Platform present - biface reduction from flake.
130 Possibility that all blunt-ended stems are platforms left
in place.
Medial fracture - tip is missing. Several large flake
135
removal errors. Feathered/tapered stem.
Feathered/tapered stem. No true stem- tip is rounded.
150
Center-line ridge is present.
125

145

145

Tip shows evidence of cortex - blunt. Well made - 1
error.
Nicely made - very symmetrical, few errors.
125
Angled/feathered stem.

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

Y

A

A

A

41

45

45

45

6

9

12

1

14

11

Obsidian

Chert

Chert

Obsidian

Obsidian

Obsidian

No

No

No

No

No

No

35.74

35.98

25.23

21.08

19.41

14.52

21.08

17.32

18.30

23.41

9.98

25.88

33.26

5.94

6.26

6.60

7.22

3.53

7.30

10.04
14.57

4.99
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15.76

12.45

Y

55.96

30.50

W

No

6.44

41

Chert

23.15

41

6

43.74

W

Yes

41

Chert

W

41

4

Sub
Max. Max Max Tip to Stem Mean
Lot Material Complete
Op
Length Width Thick break Length Width

Op

5.12

3.69

35

45

50

125

150

Comments

Fracture - only a portion of the tip is present. Well
made- no errors. Fracture during use.
Medial fracture - only the tip remains. Several flake
removal errors present.

Fragment of midsection.

Fragment of midsection.

Fragment - small portion of tip.

115 Tapered Stem

Fragmentary- tip is missing. Rounded base, no
notches.

125 Well made. Slight feather to stem.

Mean Tip Notch Notch
Thick Angle (A)
(B)

Groundstone

The groundstone collection from the Northeast Complex consists of stone
objects that have been formed by grinding or pecking, and may have smooth or coarse
surfaces. The collection includes commonly encountered manos, metates, and pestles,
along with less-common bark beaters, hachas, sculpture, and other miscellaneous
artifacts.
Members of the Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa collected the groundstone objects
during the 2000 and 2002 field seasons. Marcela Esqueda conducted analysis of the
2000 field season materials during the summer of 2001. I analyzed objects collected
during 2002 at the close of that field season. The relatively small collection is made up
of 75 objects: 27 manos, 4 metates, 11 pestles, 4 bark beaters, 2 hachas, and 8
miscellaneous objects. Basalt was the most common groundstone material, although
volcanic tuff, serpentine, and undetermined resources were also exploited.
This section is organized into four parts. The first part outlines the methodology
and terminology used in the analysis. The second part presents summary findings of the
assemblage as a whole, including a brief discussion of each artifact class. The third part
discusses the distribution of groundstone artifacts across sampled structures in the
Northeast Complex. The fourth and concluding part relates the groundstone stone
assemblage to broader cultural patterns inferred from the Northeast Complex material
assemblage.
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Methodology
Marcela Esqueda and I used Proyecto Valle de Cacaulapa protocols to catalog
the groundstone artifacts. These previously-established guidelines allow for the
classification of each artifact based upon morphological characteristics. The function,
or more specifically, the technique of use, is then inferred from the form and location of
use-wear. The provenience and source material are recorded for each artifact. The
source materials are determined by their visual properties and, although the
classification system may vary from one created by a geologist, I believe ours to be
accurate and internally consistent. Metric attributes vary by artifact type, and were
recorded for complete tools as well as groundstone fragments. These protocols were
implemented to provide maximum comparability across the site and between cultural
periods.

Collection Summary
A total of 75 groundstone tools or fragmentary remains was recovered from the
Northeast Complex (Table 85). Although the vast majority of these objects are formed
from basalt, volcanic tuff, serpentine, other undetermined materials were also noted.
Along with rhyolite and andesite, basalt is an aphanitic, or smooth, igneous rock.
Vesicular basalt is a very porous rock type with few inclusions. Intensive or prolonged
use will render a high gloss or sheen on the working surface of vesicular basalt. The
non-vesicular basalt materials can be more generally classified as aphanitic materials.
To date, an outcropping or readily available source for basalt has not been located
679

within the Cacaulapa valley. Given that there is no production debris, the 44 vesicular
and non-vesicular basalt artifacts were likely imported during the ninth and tenth
century or were scavenged from Late Classic contexts.
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Table 85. Summary of Source Materials and Groundstone Tools, Northeast Complex
Material

Pestle Mano Metate Bark Beaters Hacha Misc. Total
3
21
0
0
0
3
27
Vesicular Basalt
5
5
0
4
0
3
17
Non-vesicular Basalt
0
1
0
0
0
0
1
Volcanic Tuff
0
0
0
0
2
0
0
Serpentine
3
0
23
0
0
2
28
Undetermined
Total

11

27

23

4

2

8

75

Manos, and hand-held grinding stones in general, were the most commonly
encountered tools in the groundstone assemblage. Manos alone make up over 36%
(n=27) of all groundstone tools in the Northeast Complex. Small, hand-held pestles,
accounting for 15% (n=11) of all groundstone tools, were well represented in ninth- and
tenth-century contexts. Metates, too, were frequently encountered and constitute 30%
(n=23) of the assemblage. The remaining artifacts, regardless of form, were quite
scarce. These artifacts likely represent a minor aspect of the Early Postclassic
groundstone assemblage. Each artifact class is discussed in detail below.
Manos. The Northeast Complex manos exhibit minor morphological variation.
All of the manos are cylindrical in form with strikingly uniform measurements (Figure
148, Table 86 and Table 87). The differences in form are most evident in cross section.
The mano collection is evenly divided between oval and round forms, each type
represented by 12 artifacts. Rectangular forms are rare (n=2) and only one multisided
mano was noted. It is likely that any variation in form is due to the intensity or duration
of use as opposed to an aesthetic distinction. Vesicular and non-vesicular basalt are the
most common materials, however, one mano is of volcanic tuff. All but three of the
manos exhibit a well-formed working surface. Battered, pecked, or ground ends bear
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evidence that the manos may have served multiple functions. In many cases, wear to
the ends is more pronounced than the working surface along the body. Given the high
number of contexts sampled in the Northeast Complex and the low volume of
groundstone implements recovered, manos were likely a prized utilitarian good, serving
multiple tasks or reused when broken.
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Table 86. Summary of Manos, Northeast Complex
SubLength Diameter Width Thickness
CrossWorking
Lot Complete
Material
op
(cm)
(cm)
(cm)
(cm)
section
surfaces
29 A
7
No
6.20
6.20
6.20
6.20
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
29 AB 21
No
12.40
7.69
7.50
6.60
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
29 AY 2
No
11.44
6.93
6.93
6.93
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
Non-vesicular
35
I
1
No
3.29
7.42
4.17
Oval
2
Basalt
Non-vesicular
35
I
Yes
14.78
6.45
4.74
Oval
1
Basalt
36 A 17
Yes
5.40
12.00
2.00
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
1
36 A 34
No
7.80
7.30
11.00
8.00
Volcanic Tuff
Round
0
36 AC 6
Yes
17.60
9.38
7.70
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
1
37 H 33
No
7.10
7.60
7.70
7.50
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
37
I
22
Yes
16.60
7.28
7.43
7.25
Vesicular Basalt
Round
2
37
L
1
No
16.30
6.96
7.95
5.42
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
39 A 19
No
14.17
6.26
6.26
6.26
Vesicular Basalt
Round
4
Non-vesicular
39 B 23
Yes
14.84
6.64
5.58
Oval
1
Basalt
Non-vesicular
Oval
1
39 D 23
No
15.38
5.73
4.85
Basalt
39 D 23
No
15.19
7.17
5.26
Vesicular Basalt Rectangular
2
39 D 24
Yes
21.30
7.41
7.41
7.41
Vesicular Basalt
Round
2
Non-vesicular
39 D 28
No
4.19
8.04
6.34
Oval
0
Basalt
39 D 30
No
10.40
7.60
4.90
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
1
39 D 35
No
8.81
6.52
4.95
Vesicular Basalt Multisided
5
39
I
2
No
8.84
7.19
7.19
7.19
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
39
I
7
Yes
18.20
7.74
7.27
Vesicular Basalt Rectangular
3
40 A 10
No
15.08
6.10
3.98
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
4
40 D
6
Yes
18.70
7.20
7.20
7.80
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
1
40 D 36
Yes
23.00
7.00
7.00
7.00
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
1
40 H
6
No
14.14
7.27
5.50
Vesicular Basalt
Oval
2
40 K
2
No
11.96
8.30
8.30
8.30
Vesicular Basalt
Round
1
41 R
5
No
6.80
6.80
7.10
6.50
Vesicular Basalt
Round
0

Op

Table 87. Average Size of Complete Manos, Northeast Complex (n=9)
Length Width Thickness
Average
Standard Deviation

16.71
5.03
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7.92
1.75

6.31
1.91

Figure 148. Mano from Northeast Complex
Metates. All of the metates from the Northeast Complex are fragmentary and
therefore, assessment of morphological variation is limited. Additionally, the metate
fragments are quite small and each represents less than 30% of the whole artifact. The
presence of a planar grinding surface was noted on each piece. Many of the metate
fragments were processed during the final days of the 2002 field season and were not
cataloged but entered on a list. Details related to the overall morphology, location and
extent of use-wear patterns, and source material were not recorded. Pecking and
smoothing are the only manufacturing marks noted on the working surfaces. Although
the material was undetermined, the metates were likely formed from non-vesicular
basalt or comparable aphanitic material. As a group, these metates show very little
wear on their working surfaces. Perhaps irregular grinding patterns or light use are to
blame for the minimally evident use-wear patterns.
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Pestles. In addition to the typical Mesoamerican groundstone assemblage of
manos and metates, excavations in the Northeast Complex yielded 11 hand-held pestles
(Table 88). While manos and metates were presumably used for grinding corn into
flour, pestles may have been used to grind other foodstuffs, pigments, or medicinal
plants. Complete pestles are much shorter than manos (Table 89), and exhibit principal
wear patterns on one end. The greatest morphological variation is located in the
diameter of the handle and its ratio to the grinding tip. Pestle forms range from
cylindrical to conical and some exhibit extremely narrow handles and bulbous grinding
areas (Figure 149). Non-vesicular basalt was the most commonly identified material
(n=5). I noticed that pestles were formed of a coarser basalt than manos or metates,
however this attribute was left unquantified.
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Table 88. Summary of Pestles, Northeast Complex

29

SubMax. Length
Lot Complete
Op
(cm)
AC 15
Yes
5.60

29

AG

3

Yes

6.41

3.92

36

A

19

Yes

4.80

2.40

37

D

46

Yes

14.71

8.04

39

D

40

Yes

8.60

4.49

40
40
40
40

C
D
H
H

18
52
6
30

No
Yes
No
No

7.24
5.88
8.28
10.40

5.73
4.26
3.50
5.50

41

AF

4

Yes

8.69

4.49

41

AK

10

No

7.13

3.31

Op

Max. Diameter
(cm)
4.62

Min. Diameter
Material
(cm)
2.28
Vesicular Basalt
Non-vesicular
2.49
basalt
2.00
Undetermined
Non-vesicular
4.10
basalt
Non-vesicular
2.94
basalt
3.71
Vesicular Basalt
4.06
Vesicular Basalt
1.39
Undetermined
4.00
Undetermined
Non-vesicular
1.85
basalt
Non-vesicular
3.00
basalt

Table 89. Average Size of Complete Pestles, Northeast Complex (n=7)
Length Max. Diameter Min. Diameter
Average
Standard Deviation

7.81
3.38

4.60
1.70

2.82
0.93

Figure 149. Composite of Pestles from the Northeast Complex
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Bark beaters. The Northeast Complex groundstone collection contains four bark
beaters, all manufactured from non-vesicular basalt (Table 90). The artifacts were used
to pound tree bark into malleable paper, which was in turn used in precolumbian
codices. Although these artifacts were cataloged in the field, the catalog sheets are not
currently available. The following description is based on photographs and drawings of
the artifacts. Given the small collection it is difficult to ascertain the degree of
variability with regard to overall form or function. Indeed, the four specimens exhibit a
similar gross morphology while individual attributes vary. The two artifacts pictured
below represent the range of bark beater forms in the Northeast Complex contexts
(Figure 150). Two of the specimens (29AC/003 and 40H/008) lack pronounced ridges
on the pounding surface. Whether this attribute relates to function or represents
artifacts discarded during production is not clear.
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Table 90. Summary of Bark Beaters, Northeast Complex
Op Sub-op Lot Complete
29

AC

3

Yes

37

G

12

No

40

H

8

Yes

41

N

5

No

Form

Comments
Lacks grooves along lateral (or narrow) edges- ridges on
Rectangular
pounding surface are shallow
Deep, well-worn grooves- ridges on pounding surface are
Rounded
pronounced
Lacks grooves along lateral (or narrow) edges- also lacks ridges
Rectangular
on pounding surface
Deep, well-worn grooves- ridges on pounding surface are
Rectangular
pronounced

Figure 150. Range of Bark Beater Form from the Northeast Complex.
Note the shallow ridges on the pounding surface of 29AC/003 (upper specimen)
in comparison with those of 37G/012 (lower specimen).

Hachas. Groundstone hachas or celts were rare in the Northeast Complex (n=2).
Both specimens were formed from serpentine (or serpentine-like material) using
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grinding and polishing. Similar use-wear patterns were identified on each specimen:
pecking and crushing were noted on the distal end of the pieces with minor abrasions to
the sharpened edge. Neither artifact exhibits any sign of being hafted as part of a
composite tool. This pattern suggests that despite a difference of size (see Figure 151)
these pieces were utilized in similar tasks.

Figure 151. Catalog Drawings of Groundstone Artifacts: A and B are hachas, C
is a fragmentary bark beater.
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Miscellaneous. The category of miscellaneous groundstone encompasses a wide
range of artifacts including: drilled stone (Figure 152), donut stones (Figure 153), stone
cylinders (Figure 154 and Figure 155), and sculpture (Figure 156 and Figure 157).
These artifacts were infrequently encountered and although they are associated with a
potentially wide range of activities, their method of manufacture warrants inclusion
within this section as does their enigmatic nature. To date, I have not determined what
purpose drilled stones or stone cylinders might have served. This argument extends also
to the two sculpture fragments. Although I believe these objects to be purposefully
inscribed with an image, the nature of the image remains unclear. That these two
sculpture fragments were recovered from the same building, Structure 218, should be
noted.

Figure 152. Drilled Stone Object from the Northeast Complex.
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Figure 153. Donut Stone (or mortar) from the Surface of Structure 213,
Northeast Complex.

Figure 154. Fragment of a cylinder stone from the Northeast Complex.
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Figure 155. Cylinder Stone from the Northeast Complex.
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Figure 156. Sculpture Fragment from Structure 218, Northeast Complex.

Figure 157. (Possible) Sculpture Fragment from Structure 218, Northeast
Complex.
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Distribution of Groundstone Materials and Tools
Analysis of the groundstone assemblage reveals that most material used to make
groundstone tools was not locally available or equally distributed. Of the 75
groundstone artifacts 59% (n=44) are made of basalt. Vesicular basalt occurred most
frequently (Table 91) in excavations and structures associated with this material will
have more vesicular basalt objects than those from any other material. Only two
structures yielded four groundstone materials. Vesicular and non-vesicular basalt,
serpentine, and an undetermined material were identified in the Structure 217 and
Structure 218 collections. These two structures yielded a wide range of artifact classes
and the concentration of groundstone in these buildings follows this trend. Structure
218 is noteworthy due to the higher than average count of groundstone artifacts found
within and beyond the structure limits.
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Table 91. Distribution of Groundstone Material by Structure, Northeast Complex
Structure
155
156
163
165
173
174
208
209
210
211
Wall
212/282B
213
217
218
220
221
222
282
235
242
290
Ballcourt
Total

Vesicular
Basalt
0
2
1
1
0
0
1
0
1
0
0
1
3
5
5
5
0
0
0
0
0
1
1

Non-Vesicular
Basalt
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
2
6
2
0
0
0
0
2
0
0

27

17

Volcanic
Serpentine Undetermined Total
Tuff
0
0
5
5
0
0
4
7
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
2
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
2
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
2
0
0
1
2
0
0
1
2
0
0
1
4
0
1
2
10
0
1
5
17
0
0
2
9
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
3
0
0
1
2
1
0
2
4
1

2

28

75

The distribution of groundstone tools supports the general distribution pattern of
source materials (Table 92). Given that a third of the collection is comprised of manos
made of vesicular basalt this trend is hardly surprising. All structures with more than
one piece of groundstone had more manos than any other tool type, with one exception:
Structure 217 contained four pestles and three manos. Considering the variety of tools
per building, Structure 217 and Structure 218 again stand out from the other buildings.
Several types of artifacts were found in association with these structures.
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Table 92. Distribution of Groundstone Tools by Structure, Northeast Complex
Structure Pestle Mano Metate Bark Beater Hacha Misc. Total
0
0
5
0
0
0
5
155
1
2
4
0
0
0
7
156
0
1
0
0
0
0
1
163
1
0
0
1
0
0
2
165
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
173
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
174
0
2
1
0
0
0
3
208
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
209
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
210
1
0
1
0
0
0
2
211
1
0
1
0
0
0
2
Wall
0
1
1
0
0
0
2
212/282B
0
2
1
0
0
1
4
213
4
3
0
1
1
1
10
217
1
8
3
0
1
6
19
218
1
3
2
1
0
0
7
220
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
221
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
222
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
282
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
235
0
2
1
0
0
0
3
242
0
1
1
0
0
0
2
290
1
2
1
0
0
0
4
Ballcourt
Total

11

27

23

4

2

8

75

Conclusions
The groundstone data generally supports the ninth- and tenth-century trends
revealed by other artifact classes. There is no evidence for control over the production
of groundstone artifacts and their use appears to be organized on the household level.
Several divergent trends do emerge from this analysis, however. First, there is a
perceived paucity of groundstone artifacts in the Northeast Complex (subsequent
investigations beyond the Northeast Complex may alter this finding). Perhaps the
investment of time and labor required for their production made manos, metates, and
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pestles domestic furniture that could not be left behind when the community was
abandoned. Somewhat more troubling is the possibility that grinding implements were
not identified in the field. Manahan (2003:252) observed that minimally modified river
cobbles (as opposed to formal manos and metates) dominate the contemporary Ejar
phase at Copán.
The possibility that the groundstone assemblage does not represent the ninthand tenth-century realities of life in the Northeast Complex may impact the second
trend. The inhabitants of the Northeast Complex did not equally share access to
groundstone materials as they did for other artifact classes. The prime example is the
Operation 39 architectural group, which lacked even a single piece of groundstone.
This is odd for a group interpreted as a household based on its permanent furniture and
layout. The lack of groundstone in other structures corresponds to functional
differences. The lack of essential materials in some of the household groups may
indicate that access to all materials was not open to everyone in the later occupation
phase at El Coyote.
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Jewelry and Ornamentation

The jewelry and ornamentation collection from the Northeast Complex consists
of beads, pendants, an eccentric, and various worked shell and bone objects. Many of
these artifact classes were manufactured from different materials, and the decision to
combine them in the same chapter is based on ease of organization and a perceived
emic classification. The connection between these types is based on their function as
adornment or as heirlooms rather than from some commonality of production, as is the
case with other artifact classes presented elsewhere in this appendix.
The objects presented here were limited in their distribution and only a small
number of structures excavated during the 2002 field season yielded jewelry,
ornaments, or other heirlooms. Many project members contributed their talents to the
cataloging of these varied objects. Lauren Schwartz and I cataloged this collection with
advice from Patricia Urban, Edward Schortman, and Ellen Bell. Mary Schafer
undertook the delicate task of conserving and housing these objects. The ornamentation
collection from the Northeast Complex is made up of 45 artifacts, including: 42 beads
and/or pendants, 1 shell disk, 1 fragment of worked bone, and a single obsidian
eccentric. In the section to follow, each artifact class is treated separately.

Beads and Pendants
Beads and pendants were the most commonly encountered class of ornaments
and heirlooms. A total of 39 beads and 3 pendants was recovered from the Northeast
Complex excavations. The collection was classified by material and form ( Table 93).
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Over half of these ornaments were manufactured from shell (n=26) although a
surprising percentage of beads and pendants was formed from jade or greenstone
(n=13). As documented in Table 94, these artifacts were concentrated in two structures:
the ritual building, Structure 217, and a Late Classic to Early Postclassic household,
Structure 242. Overall, beads were rare, and aside from the two structures discussed
above, only three households yielded beads. Structure 208, a Late Classic to Early
Postclassic building boasts two beads while Structure 213 and 156 yielded a single bead
apiece.
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Table 93. Tabulation of Beads and Pendants by Material, Northeast Complex
Disk Bar Carved Other Total
23
1
0
2
Shell
26
0
0
0
1
Clay
1
4
4
0
Greenstone 5
13
1
0
0
1
Other
2
Total

29

5

4

3

42

Table 94. Distribution of Beads and Pendants by Structure, Northeast Complex
Structure

Bead

Pendant

Shell Clay Other Greenstone Greenstone

Total

156
208
213
217
242

0
2
0
12
12

0
0
1
0
0

0
0
0
1
1

1
0
0
6
3

0
0
0
1
2

1
2
1
20
18

Total

26

1

1

10

3

42

The greenstone pendants bear representations of human faces, although, beyond
this shared characteristic, their similarity ends. The largest of the three was recovered
from a cache in the floor of Structure 217 (Figure 158). Although much simpler in
design and execution, this pendant is comparable in form and motif to a Late Classic
pendant from Chichen Itza. The pendant from Chichen Itza has an incised date
equivalent to A.D. 674 and probably originated from Piedras Negras, Guatemala
(Sharer 1994:712). The smaller pendants were recovered from a possible41 burial in
Structure 242. Each was deposited within a separate Tohil Plumbate vessel among
other ornaments (Figure 159) within a small southern chamber of Structure 242. The
more ornate of the two (Figure 161, F) was derived from a Motagua valley jade source
41

Documentation of Structure 242 excavations was insufficient to make anything beyond the most
rudimentary interpretations related to the form or cultural activities conducted in and around the building.
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(Edward Schortman, personal communication 2002). The smaller pendant (Figure 161,
G), exhibits a far more rudimentary design.

Figure 158. Special Deposit (cache) from Structure 217, Northeast Complex.
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Figure 159. Special Deposit (possible burial offerings) from Structure 242,
Northeast Complex
Worked Shell
In addition to 26 shell beads, a single piece of worked shell was recovered from
the Northeast Complex. A fragmentary shell disk (Figure 161, J) was recovered from
the floor of Structure 217 during the 2002 field season. Efforts to consolidate the object
were partially successful and segments of the object that could not be reattached are
housed with the disk. Although the object most likely hung as part of a necklace or
pendant (Ellen Bell personal communication 2002), the more general classification of
shell disk is warranted due to it incomplete state.
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Worked Bone
The single example of worked bone (Figure 160) recovered from the Northeast
Complex is associated with Structure 220. Tubular in shape, the artifact bears a delicate
design of a repetitive crosshatch motif bound by double rings near the margins. Less
than 50% of the object was recovered making determination of its function speculative,
at best. Further, determination of the bone’s origin, whether human or faunal was not
possible.

Figure 160. Fragment of Carved Bone from Structure 220.

Eccentric
A single obsidian eccentric was found in the Northeast Complex; however, a
second, nearly identical, eccentric was recovered from an Early Postclassic context,
elsewhere at El Coyote. The Northeast Complex eccentric (Figure 161, H) was reduced
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from the distinctive green obsidian of the Pachuca source in Hidalgo, Mexico. The
eccentric stands in stark contrast to the lithic technology represented throughout the
ninth- and tenth-century contexts. The skill required to manufacture such an object was
not widespread, suggesting the eccentric was imported.

Conclusion
The jewelry and ornamentation assemblage provide an interesting counterpoint
to the trends exhibited by the previous artifact classes. These objects, throughout their
use life, functioned as adornments and as heirlooms until their intentional or
unintentional entry into the archaeological record. Adornment in terms of hairstyle,
jewelry, and clothing are well represented on anthropomorphic figurines, and
presumably, ninth- and tenth-century occupants of the Northeast East Complex, and El
Coyote in general, would have expressed their individual and group identity with visible
signs. The distribution of these objects, among seven of the twenty-four structures
sampled in the Northeast Complex, suggests that this form of adornment and selfidentification was not widely practiced. I further suggest that access to, or display of,
these objects was restricted in some way, whether temporally or through socioeconomic mechanisms.
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Figure 161. Ornamentation, and Heirlooms from the Northeast Complex.
(A) greenstone beads, (B) “disk-shaped” shell beads, (C) clay bead, (D) tubular
greenstone beads, (E) shell beads, (F) and (G) greenstone pendants from Structure 242,
(H) obsidian eccentric, (I) greenstone pendant from Structure 217, (J) shell disk.
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